
      Benevolence


      

      
      
         The cool, crisp breeze flowed through her mane. Stars twinkled overhead, numbered in the thousands. It was quiet save for the occasional cricket and it smelled like fresh springwater. Two ponies, one with long, tender limbs and walked with a regal pose, and another slightly smaller yet just as royal. The smaller one, a dark midnight-blue, addressed the taller white pony.



“She’s grown so much over the past several years, hasn’t she, Tia?”



“Why yes, dear sister, she has. Much more than I could have anticipated.” Celestia looked towards the sky. “And yet much more potential hides beneath.”



They strolled along a winding concrete road, the sides speckled with flowers of various breeds and colors. Giant stone bricks towered over them, the walls looming over five times their size. Naught could be seen sans for the stars. It had been a while since Celestia had last took a walk outside at night with her sister. It felt… calming in a way.



Luna paused for a moment, rubbing her chin with a hoof. “But Tia, there were many villains that nearly took over Equestria. Could you not have stopped them?”

 

Celestia smiled. “Of course.”



“Then why not?”



“Because, Luna, one day Twilight will rule the kingdom and in order to do that, she must grow and learn from her own challenges. Her own mistakes.” Celestia leaned her head and winked. “How will she do that if I always interfere?”



“I see.”



“Besides…” Celestia sighed. “I’m not going to be around forever. 



Luna’s mouth hung open. After several seconds, she realized her faux pa and composed herself.



Celestia tried to stifle a giggle. “Now, now. Don’t act so shocked. In the end, we all must… move on.”



Luna stared at the neatly arranged patterns in the road. It was inevitable of course. Nopony lives forever.



“But what if Twilight had failed? What if any of your best-laid plans had failed?”



Celestia placed a wing on her sister’s shoulder. “Worry not, dear sister. I believe in Twilight. I knew she would succeed.”



“Discord, Chrysalis, Somber, Tirek… me. Which ones could you have stopped by yourself?”



A wide grin spread across Celestia’s face. “That’s my little secret.” If she only knew.



Luna’s face scrunched into a scowl. “But…” She paused, and stared into Celestia’s eyes as if trying to discern her secrets. “Why didn’t you…” She let her words hang in the air. She didn’t want to say them out loud, but she was talking about Nightmare Moon. 



“For that, I am sorry, Luna.” Celestia looked away, unable to keep eye contact. She decided to look towards the moon instead. “I wasn’t strong enough. But that’s no excuse.” She leaned closer and embraced Luna in a hug. “I truly missed you.”



Luna shrugged. “All the same, I wish you had—”



A scream pierced the air from beyond the castle gates. Both Celestia and Luna jerked their heads toward the sound. 



“It’s coming from Canterlot! Let’s go, sister!”



Instantly, Celestia opened her massive wingspan and propelled herself forward. With Luna in tow, they flew towards their destination.












A group of ponies had gathered underneath a tower and buzzed with a wreath of frantic whispers and gasps. Many of them were dressed in regal attire and some were carrying groceries. One even had a colt clutching her mother’s leg. They were all facing upwards, one of them pointing towards the sky.



“Somepony help—”



“Crazy son of a—”



“Hey! I know that pony!”



Celestia landed on her hooves with the daintiness of a feather with Luna close behind. Her wings folded back into position as she strode in front of the group. She cleared her throat and asked as gently as she could, “What’s wrong?” Celestia scanned the audience, and one of them pointed towards the nearby tower. At the very top was an white earth pony, backed up and on his hind legs on one of the balconies. Shiny gold armor clad his features, yet his helmet was absent.  



“I think he’s going to jump!” 



“He’s soooo close to the edge.”



“Mommy, is he going to be okay?”



Before Celestia could speak, Luna surged forward, but Celestia held out a wing. “Please wait, Luna.”



“Celestia! Will you stand idly by while a subject falls to their death?” Luna’s feathers ruffled up. 



“Now, now. I intend nothing of the sort. Please be patient.” Celestia turned back to the group. “Please don’t be alarmed. I’m going to speak with him and get him to come down peacefully.”



“Why do you not just use magic to levitate him?” The question came from Luna, her features pressed into a scowl. 



“Because, dear sister, you mustn’t force situations like this. It will simply happen again and again, and there won’t always be somepony around to help. It must be handled… delicately.”



“Hmph.” Luna crossed her hooves. “But—”



“Now, now Luna. Have faith.” Celestia smiled. 



Unfolding her wingspan once more, Celestia took to the skies. She eyed the earth pony standing precariously on the balcony, and watched him backstep a little bit.



She flew onto the side of the balcony and gently drifted in place in front of him. “Greetings, my dear subject. Would you object if I joined you?” She could see the sweat dripping from his fur, the rapid breathing, the steady rises and falls of his chest. 



“Not at all.” His pupils dilated as he looked between the ground and her. There was enough room for both of them to stand, but not much else considering Celestia’s size.



Celestia gently landed next to him and presented a hoof. “Hello there. In case you don’t know me, my name is Celestia.” She beamed down at him, towering over him.



In spite of himself, he chuckled. “Well, obviously…” He stared at Celestia’s hoof for several seconds. “Oh, sorry.” He shook it a few times. “My name is Mint Mountain.”



“I hope you don’t mind if I’m standing here. Sometimes I like to enjoy the wind in my mane, myself.” 



“It’s… it’s okay.”



Celestia smiled gently at him. “Tell me, Mint. What seems to be bothering you?” 



Mint relaxed his shoulders, then sighed. “I’ve been a bit depressed lately.” He looked back at Celestia, who waited quietly for him to finish. “A few days ago, my stomach was hurting, so I went to the doctor. Pancreatic Cancer. Terminal. Just like that, I have a death sentence.”



“Don’t you have family?”



“No. Not… anymore.”



Celestia wanted to say something, to try and comfort him, but she remained silent. 



“I… used to have a son. Big and strong, was going to grow up to become a magnificent stallion, but…” Mint paused, holding his chest and he looked away. “There was an accident. While he was at work, a stray beam had fallen on him. Nopony even saw it coming. The doctors did everything they could, but… there was too much damage.” The words poured out like a stream as Mint explained more and more. At points, he had to stop to clear his throat and wipe his cheeks. “His name was Licorice Pop.”



“I’m sorry.” Celestia’s eyes cast downwards. She reached out a hoof, but thought better of it and retracted it.



“I used to be married, but we’re divorced now. Without Licorice Pop, we just couldn’t… keep it together. She moved away, to Manehattan I think. But she never wants to see me again.”



He continued on, his words an endless torrent. “It’s not fair, you know? So many bad things happening at once, you’d swear the gods hated me or something.” He jumped, and rubbed his neck. “Erm, no offense.”



“None taken.”



“It’s just… I’m so alone now. My family’s gone, I have no friends, no hobbies, and then I get stuck with this… condition.” He practically spat out the words. “It’s just not fair. I’m tired of dealing with it.” He waved his hoof. “All of it. Life just sucks so hard.”



“But you’re still here.”



“What?”

Celestia paused, choosing her words carefully. “You haven’t jumped yet, although you could have at any time. But you haven’t, which means that you don’t really want to die.”



“Maybe.” 



“But there’s something else, isn’t there?” she asked.



“Yes.”



“Is it because you’re afraid?



“No. Yes. Maybe,” he said.



“I understand. Everypony is afraid of dying.”



“No, it’s not that. Everypony dies eventually. I’m not afraid of death. It’s…” Mint took a deep breath. “When I first found out that I had pancreatic cancer, it didn’t even hit me at first. I thought ‘this couldn’t happen to me. Not after all I’ve been through.’ But then I realized that I wasn’t getting better.”



“I wanted to tell somepony, anypony at all. That’s when I realized it. That I had nopony. Nopony that cared about me anymore.” Mint faced Celestia and stared into her eyes. “No. What scares me most isn’t just dying, it’s dying alone. In some hospital room far, far away, with nopony holding my hoof. Yes, that’s what truly terrifies me.” Mint peeked out over the balcony again.












A creaky bed. Raspy breathing. A frail old mare, surrounded on all sides by servants. “Celes? Where is my darling baby?” A voice barely above a whisper. 



“I am here, mother.” Celestia held her hoof as delicately as she could. It feels hard, yet also bony. Somehow though, she felt that if she pushed too hard, it would snap off. 



Celestia stared at the stained blanket, refusing to look at the shrunken husk that had formerly been her mother. Sunshine Sparkle had been a strong and vibrant pony, but this… wasn’t her. Celestia’s eyes watered up, and she quickly wiped them away. 



“Where is Lulu?” 



“I… she is away at the moment and can’t be here.”



“I see. A pity.” She clasped Celestia’s hooves in hers and strained to lift her head. “Please don’t be sad for me. I get to see my husband again, after all.” After a few gentle pats, she continued, “Above all, never forget to be a benevolent ruler. Ponies need a rule they can trust with their whole hearts. Otherwise, the kingdom won’t last and it will fall apart. Remember that.”



“I will.”



“And when you see your sister again, please tell her I loved her. Please take care of her. For me.”



“I will.”



As the servants bustled around with various preparations, all Celestia could do was sit there and hold her mother’s hoof in silence, unmoving. Gradually, all of the servants left one by one until only Celestia and her mother were left. She leaned her head against her mother’s chest and listened as the heartbeats slowed down. “I’m sorry,” was all Celestia could whisper as she held her hoof.












Celestia rubbed a hoof along the metal gate as she slid it open. Like many of her night walks, she did it simply to collect her thoughts. She glanced up at the moon. “Luna, oh my Luna. I wish that thee fares well.” It was hard trying to run the castle by herself, but she managed. It wasn’t so much the work that was tiring, but the times when she finally had a moment to herself.



Celestia noted all the flowers along the pathway, but it seemed more like a backdrop. She was hard-pressed to smell any of the flower’s scents and when she did, she smelled… nothing. A hoof pressed against her chest, but she could feel nothing. Pieces of her were missing, but she knew not where to find them. 



“Rargh!” Celestia screamed out, thrashing her hoof about and scattering the flower petals amongst the garden. For several moments, her breaths come in short spurts and her heart hurts, but succeeds in nothing save for aching muscles and tufted hair.  



Her heart gradually slowed down as she took deeper breaths. She gazed upon the moon again. “Some day, Luna. Some day. I promise.”












“Being alone.” He wiped the liquid from his eyes with a hoof. “Silly, I know.”



Celestia’s mind flashed back to the present. She shook her head to clear the images that had build up, of all the past memories that kept flooding back to distract her.



“Nonsense.” Celestia placed a wing over Mint Mountain. “Nopony should ever have to be alone.” 



Celestia knelt down to Mint’s eye level. “You won’t die alone.”



“But, there’s nopony else.”



“I’ll make sure you’re not alone. I’ll be there.” Reaching into her saddlebag, Celestia pulled out a small bottle contained a green flame. 



“That’s…”



“Yes, dragonfire.” Although normally rare and expensive, this was a special case. “When you get… close, use this bottle and no matter where I am, I shall come to you.



“Really? You’ll hold my hoof and your face will be the last thing I ever see?”



“Yes.”



“You promise?”



“Of course.”



“But what if somepony else is trying to take over the kingdom or somepony—”



She pressed her hoof against his lips. “No matter what happens, I’ll be there by your side.” She held out the bottle, which he gingerly took and rolled over in his hands.



Mint let out a breath of relief. “Thank you.”



“It is of no concern. Anything for one for one of my subjects.” Celestia started to lift into the air when Mint held out his hoof. 



“Wait!”



“Yes, Mint?” 



“Can we… can we stay just a bit longer? I want to enjoy the moment. Just for a little more.”



Celestia landed against and wrapped her wing around him. “Of course.”



Mint pressed his face into Celestia’s fur. “It feels nice here.” 



“Indeed,” Celestia said, noting the gentle breeze drifting through both of their manes. If nothing else, perhaps she could enjoy this moment. At least for now.












“Princess Celestia!”



Celestia looked up from her latest letter from Twilight. “What is it?” 



A guardpony clad in crystal armor had burst through the door. “Hades is at the front gates and he’s demanding to see you. He insists and won’t leave until he does.”



“Noted. I will—”



A puff of smoke alerted Celestia from the corner of her eye. She held out her hoof, and the letter dropped onto it. She glanced at it before rolling it back up. 



“Princess?”



“Tell Hades that it will have to wait. An urgent matter had just come up.”



The guard raised a hoof as if to say something, but he changed his mind. “At once, my princess,” he said, spinning on his heel and going out the door.












“Isn’t this important?” Luna asked.



“Of course.”



“Then why not go yourself?”



“I’m… needed elsewhere at present. Besides, I shall send for Twilight.” Celestia rustled through her drawers, looking for a vial. Grasping a vial with purple liquid, she slipped it into her saddlebags.



“But why, Tia?” Luna stood in front of Celestia.



Celestia bit her lip. “Twilight is perfectly capable of handling this. There’s someplace else I need to be.” She walked around Luna.



“Someplace more important than defending your own kingdom?” Luna asked, stepping in front of Celestia again.



“...Yes.” 



Luna’s mouth gaped open. “But what’s so much more important that—”



Celestia sighed. “It may seem like a small issue, but I assure you that it is not.” When Luna frowned, Celestia continued, “A princess is nothing if her subjects don’t believe in her. For if they can’t trust their princess, then what will they believe in?” She added. “Mom would have wanted it.”



Luna’s shoulders drooped. “If you say so, Tia.”



Luna watched her sister walk out the door, her last glimpse being of her majestic, flowing tail.












“You came. You actually came?” Mint Mountain, now lacking his mane, painfully pushed himself upwards on the bed. He let out a grunt.



“Of course. I promised, didn’t I?” Celestia winked at him.



“I thought you only said that to get me down from that ledge.”



“Nonsense. I said that nopony deserves to die alone, and I meant it.” Celestia looked him over. His breathing had grown ragged, his body sickly. An all-too familiar situation. Celestia reached out her hoof and grabbed his own.



“But I… thank you.” He grimaced. 



“Are you in pain?”



“It comes and goes.”



“If you wait, I can get a nurse.” Celestia stood up, but Mint shook his head.



“It’s alright. It doesn’t hurt as much now that you’re here.”



Celestia sat back down. “Is there anything else you would like before…” 



“No. This is fine.” Mint leaned backwards and closed his eyes. Celestia gently stroked his scalp with her wing, and he smiled. “Mhmm.”



“It’s alright. I’m here now.” Celestia looked around. None of the nurse ponies were there. Only her and Mint Mountain. Taking a deep breath, Celestia pulled out the purple vial and uncapped the top. “Drink this, this will help with the pain.”



He nodded, and she gently poured it down his throat. Before long, his pained grunts were replaced with a calm snore. “Everything will be okay,” Celestia reassured him.



With a sigh, she rested her head against his chest and listened as his breathing slowed. A grin spread through her face. “After all, nopony should ever have to die alone.”
      

      
   
      Court Musician


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia lay motionless on her side, pinning her right wing underneath herself. And she ignored Pinwheel’s second attempt to roll her upright. “Princess?” Pinwheel gave her another prod, and finally, Celestia complied. “Difficult day?”



Celestia nodded silently as Pinwheel removed her regalia and hung it on the wall. “Not especially. I just haven’t had an easy day in quite some time, and it tends to wear one down.”



Hooves next. Pinwheel took her buffing cloth off the vanity and worked them up to a nice shine. Those ornamental shoes always scuffed them up so much, but it was nothing Pinwheel couldn’t fix. A good polish would have the Princess feeling like new again, even if nopony noticed them. Really, with a mane like that, a prominent horn, and that ever-present expression of thoughtful intensity on her face, who would look at her feet?



For her part, Celestia at least enjoyed the pampering, as far as Pinwheel could tell. How long had it taken Pinwheel to convince her? Three years, if not more. She’d insisted that she could do it herself, that she didn’t require special treatment, but even the mightiest mountains eventually give way to the gentle stream.



Next, on to the coat. Pinwheel gripped the brush between her hooves and gave the gleaming white hair a thorough scouring. And she knew to linger a bit on the withers, where Celestia often got an itch she couldn’t reach. The Princess sat there so still, as usual. It rather reminded Pinwheel of a cat, perched like a sphinx, and quite possibly also made of stone, as the lengthy court sessions tended to leave her. She’d wonder if Celestia had fallen asleep, if not for the occasional sigh.



“Left wing, please.” On cue, Celestia extended it, and Pinwheel picked through each row of feathers to give them a good preening. Quickly, Pinwheel held a hoof to her nose—a little downy feather tickled her nose, and it wouldn’t do to sneeze on Princess Celestia wing!



The tingle passed, and Pinwheel removed her glasses so she could get in there further—she found a skewed pinion, and it wouldn’t straighten out no matter what she did, so she gave a strong tug and yanked it out. “Sorry.”



“Comes with the office,” Celestia replied without flinching.



“No, I meant about the feather. But that, too.” She grinned at Celestia’s chuckling—she never could figure out very well when Celestia was joking.



“Well, that comes with the wings, then. You should know as well as anypony,” Celestia answered, cocking her head toward the ones folded against Pinwheel’s sides.



“Yes, Princess.” Pinwheel went back to work, rooting out flecks of dust, some thread from the throne’s cushion, and even a few crumbs of pumpkin bread. No need to let her know about those—she took so much pride in being a meticulously clean eater, and far be it from Pinwheel to burst that particular bubble. All the debris gone, she ran her lips along the wing’s edge to smooth everything back. “There!”



Celestia gave the wing a flap, and every single feather settled into perfect rows. She shimmied her shoulder around a little. “You do such a good job!” she said. “It feels just right, having everything in order.”



A brief smile, but Pinwheel didn’t have time for self-satisfaction. “Other side,” she said, and Celestia stretched out the right one. She would allow herself a bigger grin at that: Celestia didn’t respond to many ponies’ orders.



“Do you mind if I open a window? It’s gotten a bit humid.” Pinwheel nodded through her mouthful of feathers, and Celestia lit up her horn. Soon after, cool evening air seeped over the windowsill and pooled on the floor. Nice and refreshing down on her belly and sides, but Pinwheel’s face still felt too warm.



Chirping crickets and peeping frogs sounded from the dim light outside, and Celestia took in a noseful of the night’s scent. “My previous assistant was a unicorn, you know. Always expertly plucking out bits, on the rare occasion I needed her to.” Pinwheel slumped her shoulders. “Rather impersonal, though. I could never actually feel it. Thank you for convincing me to let you do this for me.”



She still had work to do, but Pinwheel couldn’t fight her grin anymore. She’d only ever heard of the one, and she assumed Celestia always chose a unicorn for her personal assistant. Five years at the job already, and with any luck, she’d serve for another forty.



“Different ponies have different strengths. That’s why I rotate what type I hire.” Celestia went still again, her breathing slowed. But over the faint rustling of feathers, Pinwheel heard a low humming. One of the guards outside the door? No, it was… the Princess?



“That’s lovely. I wonder who’s playing it.”



Pinwheel raised an eyebrow. “Playing what?” Celestia stopped humming, and Pinwheel could just make out an instrument in the distance. She wouldn’t have noticed it if Celestia hadn’t pointed it out. A simple melody, but an odd one, without a regular meter. “Ah. Yes, it’s pretty.” She hadn’t heard that song before, but Celestia clearly knew it—she swayed her head back and forth. Then she emitted a drawn-out “mmmm” and went silent again. Celestia must have been dozing now. That happened often enough.



Pinwheel finished with the right wing and left it draped across the cushion. She gathered up her grooming tools and slipped quietly from the room.








While running a brush through Celestia’s mane, Pinwheel rolled her eyes toward the scroll unfurled on the floor beside her. “Due to mechanical problems at the Cloudsdale Weather Factory,” she mumbled over the brush’s handle, “we need to have clouds ferried down from Vanhoover. You will receive the Zebra ambassador and trade minister at ten o’clock to renew our commerce agreements, the Captain of the Guard will have his soldiers ready for their weekly inspection at three—sorry, fifteen hundred hours. Private dinner with Princess Luna at six, and Princess Twilight Sparkle will drop by some time during the evening for your book club meeting. A fairly light day.”



“Thank goodness,” Celestia said. And then her ears pricked toward the window. “There it is again.”



“There what is again?” Pinwheel set the brush aside as Celestia pulled the window open.



“That music.” Just like the previous night, a wash of evening air flowed in, even a bit chilly this time. The sound must carry better in the colder air, if Celestia had heard it with the window closed. Anyway, it was a tad too cold for Pinwheel’s taste—the hairs of her coat stood on end, and she puffed her feathers out.



“It’s not unusual,” Celestia continued. “We have plenty of musicians in Canterlot, and I hear one or another practicing now and then. But there’s something about this one…” Her eyes lit up, and she started humming again. Yes, the same song as last night. Pinwheel remembered it well enough from hearing Celestia—she joined in, her soprano complementing the Princess’s alto. It had a certain… yearning to it. She could see why the Princess liked it.



The melody repeated twice, and when it ended, Celestia touched a hoof to Pinwheel’s cheek and turned a warm smile on her. “My, you have a lovely singing voice, Pinwheel! You should do so more often.”



Blushing, Pinwheel went back to her work. She’d heard Celestia sing under her breath on plenty of occasions, but she’d never added her own voice before. Their melodies right together, hanging in the air, but… it had to end. She’d finished with Celestia’s mane while running through the tune once more by herself, so on to her wings—she’d need her mouth anyway.



“Why did you stop?” Celestia asked.



“My duties, Princess.”



“No need to be so formal,” Celestia replied with a wave of her hoof. “I was rather enjoying myself.”



“Should I start again?” She’d liked the extemporaneous way it happened before. Doing so again would feel forced, but of course she’d do anything Celestia asked.



“No, no, never mind. It’s over now anyway.” Celestia pricked her ears toward the window. “I wonder who that was. I haven’t heard that song in…”



Pinwheel straightened a few crossed feathers, and the muscles in Celestia’s side tensed up, where Pinwheel had her nose pressed near the wing joint on her shoulder. Fresh from her bath, it still smelled of shampoo, of the detergent used to wash the castle’s towels… and of clouds and lily of the valley and morning dew. She took in another deep breath of it.



“I’m not familiar with it,” Pinwheel said as she wrestled her mind back to the moment.



“No, you wouldn’t be.” Celestia shook her head and sighed. “That one goes way back…” A knock sounded at the door, and Pinwheel nearly jumped. “Come in!”



“The castle is secure for the night, Your Highness,” the guard said. Bronze Patina, Pinwheel noted. Always the first one here in the morning and always the last one to leave. She knew him from way back in their school days, but then they’d found separate paths. Funny that they’d both ended up here, and five years later, both ubiquitous fixtures around the castle.



“Thank you,” Celestia said. “Now please go home to your family.”



“Good night, Your Highness.” On his way out, he paused in the doorway. “Good night, Pinwheel.”



Pinwheel grunted a reply. What about that song enchanted Celestia so much? Just nostalgia, or did it hold a special meaning? She ran the tune through her head again as she went back to her preening.








Pinwheel’s day off, and of course she swung by the castle to see if Celestia needed anything. And of course Celestia tut-tutted and told her that she was positively banned from the castle today. Just their normal routine for these days.



From down in the city, she glanced up at the windows to Celestia’s chambers and tried to gauge a direction, but sound could echo around so much among all these buildings. No way to be certain, but with a general idea of where in town and what kind of instrument, she’d asked around the neighborhood, and her inquiries had led her here: a two-story house with what looked like a large upstairs studio. The shutters flung wide, Pinwheel could see posters for musicals and orchestras covering the walls. Seemed like a better candidate than that last few she’d tried, at least.



She knocked on the door, and after a litany of clunking noises, a gray mare with a black mane answered. “Yes?”



“I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am, but… this will sound odd.” Her wings popped halfway open, the way the stupid things always do when she’d rather crawl under a rock somewhere. “Do you mind if I ask your name?”



The mare wrinkled her brow and peered up and down the sidewalk.



Pinwheel shook her head and held a hoof to her chest. “My apologies—my name is Pinwheel. I’m Princess Celestia’s personal assistant.”



“Oh! I-I’m Octavia. Octavia Melody.” And the color drained from the poor dear’s face. “Is something wrong?”



“No! It’s just… Well, somepony’s been playing a song the last few evenings that has caught Princess Celestia’s interest. I’m trying to find out who.” Pinwheel shrugged and hummed a few bars to demonstrate, and a light immediately sparked in Octavia’s eyes.



“Oh, that one. Yes, it’s sort of a pet project of mine.” At her soft smile, Pinwheel finally managed to fold her wings back against her sides. Or maybe they’d cooperated because… Celestia would love this!



“I wonder if you wouldn’t mind playing it for the Princess.” Octavia opened her mouth to answer, but before she could form the words, Pinwheel added, “Privately. Tonight.”



And Octavia blanched again. “She wants… me?”



“No, no. Well… it’s a surprise.” In case it’d help, Pinwheel rolled her eyes. No big deal, just another routine thing. “Yes, she would very much enjoy it, but she doesn’t know. Yet.”



Octavia leaned forward, her face a dam holding… something back. “Does she know the song?”



“I think so. She joined right in when she heard it.”



Gasping, Octavia took Pinwheel by the shoulders. “Was I playing it right? Does she know the words? Can she tell me—?” she spouted in rapid fire.



“I don’t know,” Pinwheel replied. She couldn’t help smiling at Octavia’s infectious enthusiasm—she was getting even more worked up about this silly song than Celestia had. “Maybe she can answer your questions tonight. But would you be willing?”



“Yes, yes! Of course! I have so much to ask her!” Octavia turned and rifled through a small desk just inside the front door until she turned up a key. “I need to go get the original! In my safety deposit box at the bank. I need—I need to—”



Pinwheel laid a hoof gently on her shoulder. “It’s okay. Really. Nopony else will be there. Just think of it as playing for a casual house guest or your mother.”



“But she’s the Princess!” Octavia gaped at her as if she were speaking a foreign language.



“I know.” Holding in a breath, Pinwheel stared at the sidewalk. That one fact changed so much about her life, most of it for the better. But the enormity of it still felt like it might crush her sometimes. “I know.”



And now that poor mare sounded like she might hyperventilate, but she managed to squeak out, “What time?”



“Eight o’clock,” Pinwheel said. “I’ll tell the guards to expect you.”








Could the clock’s hands have crept any slower?



Pinwheel watched the short one tick ever closer to the eight. She cocked her head to the side. Might as well have been an infinity. Would she arrive right at eight? No, it’d take the guards a few minutes to show her up here. And she wouldn’t know how long to allow for that. She should have told Octavia seven forty-five. No, then she’d have gotten just as neurotic fifteen minutes ago.



Before she knew it, she was practically ripping that brush through Celestia’s mane, but if the Princess noticed, she didn’t say anything. And finally a knock at the door. “Enter!”



Bronze Patina swung the door open. “Good evening, Your Highness.” And then he faced Pinwheel with a big grin “Hello!” She nodded back, and then found herself still brushing through the same patch of mane. She set the brush back on the vanity—better to leave a few tangles for tomorrow than to tear out her mane today.



“A guest to see you, Princess,” he said, then beckoned somepony in.



Celestia raised an eyebrow at her unexpected visitor, but at the sight of the instrument slung over her back, she squinted at Pinwheel.



“I invited her, Princess,” Pinwheel said, bowing her head. “This is Octavia Melody.”



Celestia shot Pinwheel a sly glance, then pointed toward a clear space near the window. “Please.”



And too much. Celestia smirking at her while trying to keep Octavia from bowing, Octavia fumbling through her saddlebag for her music stand, Bronze Patina waving madly at her on his way back out… and finally, blissful silence. Celestia sat there like a sphinx again while Octavia tuned her instrument.



“I thought you might find it relaxing,” Pinwheel said, moving to drum her hooves over Celestia’s withers. “And none too soon—you have some horrible knots in these muscles.” Celestia opened her mouth to say something, but settled for inclining her head toward Octavia and closing her eyes.



Octavia raised a shaky hoof to her instrument and started into a nocturne. But just a few bars in, she missed a note. Celestia barely flinched—only Pinwheel knew her well enough to notice.



The music stopped. Celestia opened one eye, and Octavia stood there trembling. “My word, you look terrified! This isn’t a test.” She smiled warmly and let her eye drift back shut. “Think of it as an impromptu demonstration, as if you had a house guest. You’ll get no judgment here. Only enjoyment. Apparently, I need to relax more, or my assistant wouldn’t have arranged this.”



Pinwheel groaned inwardly. When Celestia got into pun mode… And Octavia was probably too nervous to catch them anyway. Then… Celestia reached her neck back to nuzzle her. Pinwheel! When had she ever done that before? She blushed, almost coughed, and collected herself, returning to her massage and somehow letting her hooves run on automatic while her head swam. She could still smell the clouds and lily of the valley and morning dew on her cheek.



With a nod and a gulp, Octavia steadied herself. She took a deep breath and drew her bow across the strings again. Celestia soon returned to her sleeping sphinx posture, and through a second and even a third piece, she hadn’t budged an inch. Octavia hadn’t seemed to notice—she rifled through her saddlebag for something else to play, and she pulled out a few oversized sheets of parchment sandwiched between glass plates. They clinked faintly as she set them on her music stand. Was that the music she said she needed to get from the bank?



Octavia applied a fresh coat of rosin to her bow, and with an eager smile on her face, she teased out the first note. By the third, Celestia’s eyes had snapped open. That same song they’d heard in the night. No mistaking the smirk on Octavia’s face—she’d planned it this way. And Celestia joined in with her humming. She went on a measure or two, apparently expecting multiple verses, but the music had stopped.



Celestia’s mouth hung open, and Octavia’s grin lost its confidence. She nearly withered under that gaze, but Celestia burst out, “Again, please, if you will.”



This time, Celestia didn’t hum; she sang. In her lovely alto, but Pinwheel didn’t understand a word of it: “Myn hert altyt heeft verlanghen…” Pinwheel gaped at her. It was… beautiful, but for all she knew, she’d gotten mesmerized by a bawdy drinking song. It didn’t matter, she supposed. She did all she could, joining in with her humming, but her ears pricked toward Celestia, taking in every nuance of shape from those words, those beautiful words. Yes, it was often enough an artistic conceit to mold some disproportionate grace from a coarse foundation, but she couldn’t imagine that here, not with that much authentic passion to it.



She glanced over at Octavia, who leaned forward, her own ears pricked toward the words as well, and Pinwheel could sense her rushing the tempo, intent only on reaching the final note. She didn’t even hold it out when she got there—just lay her cello on the floor as quickly as she dared and rushed over with those glass plates in hoof.



“Th-the words! You know the words!” Octavia practically shoved the first page into Celestia’s face, eliciting a curious grin from the Princess. “You—you know? Could—could you—? I mean…”



Celestia touched Octavia lightly on her foreleg, and if she hadn’t sat of her own volition, Pinwheel was certain Celestia would have forced her to with magic. “Calm down, my little pony. We have all the time in the world. Now, take a deep breath and tell me what has you so excited.”



As if it might speak for her, Octavia held up the first page again. It was an exquisite illuminated manuscript, but Pinwheel had never seen notation quite like it: a four-line staff with very blocky notes, not spaced out, but oddly clustered together in places. She tapped a hoof on the glass. “The tune! Did I play it right? Did I get the timing, the ornamentation, the—?”



Celestia held up a hoof. “Perhaps you should start at the beginning.”



Octavia gave a hurried nod and took a shuddering breath. “But first, can I get the words?” She looked like she might pop if Celestia didn’t agree.



“Certainly. Pinwheel, would you mind taking this down?” Celestia waited until Pinwheel had retrieved a notepad and had a pencil in her teeth, then spoke slowly. “Myn hert altyt heeft verlanghen…”



Pinwheel furiously scribbled it down, all of it. If it meant that much to the Princess, then it meant that much to her, too. It only filled one small page. An entire treasure within a few scant inches. With the last period jabbed into the paper, Pinwheel glanced back at Octavia, who stared through the wall somewhere.



“Hundreds. These are hundreds of years old,” Octavia said quietly, hugging the plate to her chest. “I spent a lot of money to buy original copies. It’s… a passion of mine.”



A sparkle igniting in her eye, Celestia nodded. “Pinwheel, if you prefer, you may go home for the night. This could take a while, I think.”



“No, Princess! If something has captured your fancy, it is my duty to take note,” Pinwheel instantly replied.



“Pray continue, then.”



Octavia took a deep breath and pressed a hoof to her temple. “This music is so old that nopony knows anymore how it should sound. Ponies back then had no reason to think that music would change so much that they ought to document how to read it. See, the notes themselves look similar, but still different. We can tell pitch and get a rough idea of duration for each, but for some notations—” she traced a hooftip over a tight cluster of them “—we don’t know what they mean. We can take our best guess, or we can go by what few have survived by oral tradition, but even then, there’s no way to tell how much they’ve gotten distorted over time from poor memories, taking personal liberties with the music… anything! But to have somepony who was actually there! Could you teach me? Will you tell me what all of it means?”



As Octavia sat there panting, Celestia returned a weak frown and pursed her lips. Pinwheel recognized that look: when she had bad news, no matter whether she was telling a foreign dignitary or her own sister, it would surface. “I’m afraid I can’t help you there. While I love music, I never took much of a technical interest, so you likely know more about the written form than I do. At least I can go by my memory of hearing it sung. Long ago, I spent a number of years in the Witherlands and frequently heard street performers entertaining a crowd with it, though I can’t vouch for their accuracy.”



Octavia slumped her shoulders, but she maintained her smile. “That… that’s okay. Every little bit helps. What about this one?” She held up a different plate, which Celestia took in her magic and studied for a moment with a squint.



And then Octavia hummed the first line. Celestia’s eyes lit up. “‘Tandernaken op den Rijn’! Yes, I know it well!”



Tripping over her tongue again, Octavia managed to cough out, “W-words?”



“If there were,” Celestia answered, “I never heard them. Just the music. But I can at least help you with that part. Go back to the first song. See, right after the opening line, it seemed like you were taking a little too long of a pause—Pinwheel, please. I don’t wish to bore you. I’ll see you in the morning.”



Pinwheel cast her eyes down. The music didn’t matter. Seeing Celestia so thoroughly enjoy herself did, but for whatever reason, Celestia wouldn’t let her experience that. “Yes, Princess.”



No sooner had the door closed behind her, shutting her out of that wonderful time of discovery, when another voice rang out: “Hi there, Pinwheel!”



Bronze Patina again. She had to grin. At least his enthusiasm was pretty catching. “Hey, would you—?”



“Sorry,” Pinwheel said. “I still have a lot to do tonight.” She made a beeline for the library. But she did glance back over her shoulder. Once.








The Witherlands. So the language must have been Dutch or something close, probably an archaic form.



Pinwheel scanned over the titles of the Royal Canterlot Library’s linguistics section and pulled out a few of the more promising ones. Once she had a stack of five or six, certainly more than she could get through in a couple of hours, she carried them to a secluded table in the corner and pulled out her notepad. She’d had to write everything phonetically from Celestia’s recitation—from the Princess’s own account, she might not even know how to spell any of it.



Besides, she wanted to learn the words herself. That should provide the Princess with a nice surprise, and for a short time at least, she could claim to be one of only two ponies who knew them. Unless Princess Luna did, too. A small number, anyway.



She had no idea how long she’d been at it when she finished, but her oil lamp had run quite low. All worth it, though. Each new word found and translated sent a tingle through her chest, but she got the real chill down her back when she read the full text, all the way through:



My heart is always longing

for you my beloved.

Your love has captured me

I want to be your very own

For all the world

so that whoever can see or hear

that you alone have my heart.

Therefore love do not fail me.



She’d gotten through most of it before she found the entire thing printed as a poem, so she double-checked the rest quickly. No mention of setting it to music anywhere, and the pattern of capitalizing and punctuating seemed odd, but… that’s what she got.



Pinwheel had it right there, in her hooves: the thing that had fascinated Princess Celestia like nothing else she’d ever seen.



Hoofsteps, from across the room. Pinwheel snuffed out her lamp and watched through one of the bookcases. “I’m certain we have at least a few more old manuscripts in the secure wing of the library,” Celestia said. “You’re welcome to borrow them, especially for scholarly research.”



“Thank you, Princess,” Octavia replied. Those two? Still up, chatting through the night? And after Celestia had encouraged Pinwheel to leave…



“Here, let me show you where we keep them—” Celestia jumped when Pinwheel emerged from the shadows next to her. “Goodness, Pinwheel!” she blurted out, a hoof held to her racing heart. “You should have gone home hours ago.”



“Here,” Pinwheel mumbled, pushing a copy of the lyrics into Octavia’s hooves. All properly spelled and translated. One of the copies, anyway. She gazed up at Celestia. So different. Gracefully tall, next to her own unusually short stature. Flawless white coat to her dingy gray. A bright, powerful sun to her meager dust devil. And commanding everypony’s attention to her blending into the background. “I wanted to make sure I had the correct spelling before I left.”



Celestia looked at her as she might a disobedient foal. “It’s long past midnight. Get some rest.”



“Yes, Princess.”



“Thank you very much,” Octavia chimed in. “I appreciate your hard work. This’ll help me a lot.”



Pinwheel nodded, her gaze locked on the floor. She left them alone in the dark, cavernous library.








Pinwheel nodded to the guards at the palace’s main gate. It had taken her all morning to deliver the confidential message Celestia had requested that she deliver to the blacksmiths’ guild, especially since the Princess had forbidden her from flying there. Something to do with showing respect to their predominantly earth-pony membership. She guessed that made sense.



When she returned to the Princess’s chambers, expecting to find them empty at this hour, she froze in the doorway to see Octavia packing up her instrument. “Thank you, Octavia,” Celestia said. “Another superb performance.”



“Princess?” Pinwheel said.



“Oh, hello, Pinwheel!” Celestia followed her gaze to Octavia and waved a hoof toward the door. “She came over early today, as she has an engagement tonight. You have an amazing talent,” she added to Octavia. And leaned over to give her a hug.



Hot… was it hot in here? Pinwheel’s cheeks burned, and she hung her mouth open.



“Pinwheel,” Celestia said, facing her again, “would you mind escorting Octavia out? She’s only been here a few times, so she probably doesn’t know her way around yet, and Bronze Patina has gone for afternoon drills.”



Pinwheel coughed on the words stuck in her throat. “Yes, Princess.”



“Oh, and please treat her to lunch. Stop by the disbursing office to get some money.” Celestia rummaged through her desk for something. Probably paperwork for her next meeting—Pinwheel knew exactly where it was, but Celestia didn’t ask.



“Yes, Princess.” Pinwheel strode through the corridors with her marching orders and, had she been feeling particularly brash today, might have actually marched to make her point. Not that Celestia would notice. Octavia trailed along behind her, judging from the hoofsteps that stayed with her, but she didn’t look back to check.



She stopped at a small barred window near the barracks and waved at the stallion on the other side. “Fifty bits, please.” Silently, he slid a bundle of coins through the opening, and then she signed the chit her gave her. “Bring back the balance and a receipt.” he said. Yes, she knew. He must be new around here.



“There’s an upscale cafe just outside the castle,” Pinwheel said. “We can get some good sandwiches there.” Octavia merely nodded. She’d seemed so talkative the last few nights. What had her all clammed up all of a sudden? She kept flicking her eyes at Pinwheel, but still wouldn’t say anything.



Even when they got to the restaurant, she just tapped the table twice with a hoof after Pinwheel had made her order. Two of the same, then. “I’ll have what she’s having,” Pinwheel supposed. Easier than asking questions or speaking at all. She clenched her jaw, and at some point realized one of the voices she heard around her was actually Octavia’s. But she hadn’t caught any of it.



Octavia switched places with her cello, sliding into the chair next to Pinwheel. And she stared, with an odd squint to her eyes. “Is something wrong?”



“No.”



“I hope you don’t mind my playing for the Princess. You of all ponies should know how much she needs to relax. I’ve only known her a short time, and it’s a clear as day to me,” Octavia said, laughing at her own little joke. “I’ve never had an audience who gets so lost in the music like she does, and I have to admit I love it.”



Pinwheel’s ears twitched at the invading word.



“I can learn so much from her about music, just from her experience, even if she hasn’t studied it,” Octavia continued. “It doesn’t matter—so much of it is in the feel, anyway.”



Pinwheel nodded and gulped down the last bite of her sandwich.



On her third try, Octavia apparently managed to coax out the words stuck in her throat. “You came looking for me. In secret. Having second thoughts?”



Pinwheel only stared hard at the tabletop.



Another few attempts to speak, and then Octavia opened her eyes wide. Her mouth formed into a small “o”. “I-I’m sorry if I took away too much of your time with her,” she said quietly.



Hot out here, too. Pinwheel’s cheeks burned even worse than in the castle. “Don’t worry about it.” She shoved herself back from the table and left a pile of coins behind. All of them. She didn’t even know how much the bill was. She didn’t care.



On her way back through the castle, Pinwheel ran through the words to that song in her head three times.



And she hadn’t gotten a receipt. Perfect. She probably still could, but she wasn’t going back there to ask for one. A great lunch, and out of pocket, too.



Perfect.








“Yes, Princess,” Pinwheel said for probably the hundredth time today. She’d gone through the motions of her job all morning and afternoon, but nothing more. Go over the schedule, arrange the day’s meals, help the Princess with her bath. “Yes, Princess,” she muttered yet another time before noticing she was alone. But not for long.



Celestia strolled in, levitated her towel onto the washroom’s doorknob, and flopped onto the bed. She raised her head and peered at Pinwheel with a strange little frown—it held something back. But then a knock at the door drew both of their gazes. “Come in!”



Bronze Patina let Octavia in, then closed the door behind her. Again. Ever since that first night, they’d settled into a schedule. Mondays and Thursdays, for three weeks now. “Please, get some rest, Pinwheel. You’ve been going nonstop all day long. I’ll see you in the morning.” And Celestia broke into a broad smile. “Say hello to Bronze Patina on the way out. I have no doubt he’s still lingering in the hall, despite my advice. Perhaps because a certain pegasus hasn’t left yet…”



Pinwheel cast her eyes down. She nodded and turned to leave, but she felt a hoof brush against her side—Octavia flicked her eyes toward Celestia and leaned over to whisper in Pinwheel’s ear. “It’s only music.” She added a smile and hunched up her shoulders like she had a juicy secret to share. “If I didn’t know better,” she continued under her breath, “I’d say you had an interest in me. If anypony happened to, I’d have to tell them that I have a coltfriend. A serious one. Not that it’s ever come up.”



Giving a slight nod, Octavia proceeded to the empty area near the window and set up her music stand. “What would you like to hear tonight, Your Highness?”



Where had Octavia gotten that idea? Pinwheel shook her head and walked into the hallway, the closed door muffling the sounds of a sonata. She couldn’t even begin to think where to start carving that up into something understandable.



“Hi there, Pinwheel!” Bronze Patina strode up from where he’d been leaning against the wall.



“You were supposed to go home,” she said.



“You, too.” He gave her the same smirk he must give all the new recruits he sent on a hazing prank to find the “Captain’s punch.” She’d heard all about that one. And they usually did find it… “I stay until Princess Celestia goes to sleep, whenever that ends up being.”



“But you have a family… I guess I never realized you’d gotten married.”



Bronze Patina waved her remark aside. “No, my brother, his wife, and their two foals.”



“Oh…”



“Say, would you like to grab a cup of coffee? Decaf, I guess, at this hour.” He rocked forward on his hooftips.



“No, I still have work to do. I might be here late.”



Bronze Patina pursed his lips and nodded. “Maybe another time.”



She didn’t answer. As he walked away, she slumped against the wall and sung quietly along. That same song again, every time… Maybe Bronze Patina should ask Octavia out. But nopony had, she’d said, not in a while, anyway. Nopony had…








Pinwheel enters Celestia’s chambers, as usual, to help her get ready for bed after a late formal dinner. Octavia showed up early today, and she’s already playing—she started before bathtime ended. Something from the Water Music, unless Pinwheel missed her guess. She got the joke, even with her limited knowledge of classical music, and Celestia had flashed an amused little grin when it started.



Pinwheel listens today. She really listens, like she hasn’t since the first few times. While she gives Celestia a good rub-down, brushing, and preening, she listens. As always, it ends with the same song. The song. It only has one verse, but she plays it through three times anyway. As always.



But it doesn’t end. Octavia improvises some kind of a segue, and Pinwheel can feel the chord leading into a fourth play-through. She shoots a curious glance at Octavia, who nods back, just a little. Pinwheel sang along all three times, in a breathy whisper that Celestia couldn’t have heard. But Octavia saw. She nods again as she holds up her bow to draw the opening note one final time. It took a few days, but Pinwheel figured it out.



And Pinwheel gives the words sound. They surge forth from her chest, the same way she’d heard Celestia give careful shape to every syllable, the meaning as much in the tone as the text. And what meaning! Pinwheel pours all she has into it, until nothing remains. When it ends, Octavia quietly packs up her cello and her stand. Nopony speaks.



Celestia’s eyes… her brow drawn together and her head hung low, like she might gaze at a pitiable widow. “Thank you,” she finally says. “That was beautiful. But you don’t have to sing that to me. In fact, you shouldn’t. Do you have any idea what you were saying?”



Pinwheel doesn’t answer. She wouldn’t dare lie, but she can’t make herself admit the truth. She didn’t expect this reaction…



“Pinwheel, that’s a love song.”



Still no answer. What would she possibly say?



The wrinkles on Celestia’s brow deepen, and she peers down at an injured child. “Do you understand why now? Why you shouldn’t do that?”



Her mind racing, Pinwheel goes numb. Her wings droop to the floor, and her throat binds up with all the directions it could go. “Do you fall in love?” she chokes out.



Celestia stares back, then pats the cushion next to her the way she always does when she wants to have a serious talk. Normally, Pinwheel would jump at the chance, but… she still settles in next to the Princess’s warmth. “Of course I do. But ponies are so intimidated by me that if I waited, none would ever approach me on their own. So over the centuries, I’ve learned to be proactive and pursue a relationship myself when I found a pony who caught my interest.”



Pinwheel’s eyes widen. “You have fallen in love before?”



“Oh, yes! Many times,” Celestia says with a wistful smile and a vigorous nod.



“Do you ask them out yourself?”



Celestia chuckles. “You make it sound so simple, but essentially, yes.”



Along the wall, Octavia sidles toward the door. She’s holding something back, but she only rolls a sparkling glance at Pinwheel. “I should go.”



“You’re not interrupting, and I haven’t said anything that you can’t hear,” Celestia says with a shrug. “Feel free to stay. I imagine this must be a subject that would pique your curiosity.”



“Still. I’ll see you Monday, Princess.” Without another word, she leaves and closes the door softly.



“I must thank you for finding her,” Celestia, her gaze fixed on the heavy oak door. “I’ve really enjoyed making a new friend.”



Pinwheel nods sharply and tugs the conversation back on course. “So if you don’t ask somepony, then I assume that means you have no interest?” Her heartbeat picks up.



“Yes, that’s right.” Pinwheel slumps into the cushion, leaving her heart up in her throat. But Celestia’s mouth still hangs open. “Mostly. There are times when I decide against it because it might cause political problems, it might do more harm than good to the pony in question, it might… Oh, I worry that they’d be starstruck, that they hadn’t fully considered the implications. Do you realize how incredibly safe a position it is to know that you’d never be the one who had to experience loss? And yet I fear that every one of them had a more difficult life because of their involvement with me. Sometimes, it’s for their sake that I say nothing.”



Her final word, then. Pinwheel sits in silence for several long minutes. In the end, though, she has a good friend. She supposes that will have to do. “Thank you for speaking with me so frankly, Princess. I hope I didn’t put you out.”



“Not at all. I don’t talk of these things often, but I have nothing to hide. I actually find it refreshing to get a chance once in a while.” Celestia pats her shoulder, and that touch… Pinwheel can live with that. If that’s the limit, she can live with it.



Pinwheel soaks up the silence, a different kind than only a minute ago. “I suppose I should say hello to Bronze Patina on my way out.”



“I think that would be wise.”



“He really does like me, it seems, and I never gave him much of a chance. It’d be a shame…”



Celestia studies her face, but her own remains neutral. “Yes. I’d like to think I’m pretty good at figuring out which ponies would do well together.”



“Yes, Princess,” Pinwheel says, the first time a smile has accompanied that phrase in over a week. She stands up, walks away from that warmth, and heads for the door, for the rest that will begin once she leaves. Tomorrow, she’ll return, and she’ll perform her duties as usual. The old usual, before she had to complicate things with…



For tonight, though, she might enjoy a cup of coffee with Bronze Patina before the shop closes. He really is sweet, and she’s worked with him long enough to know him as a pony of good character. She has thought of accepting his invitation before, at least until she’d mistaken Celestia’s comment about his family. And it certainly wouldn’t be fair to treat him like second prize.



Yes, even with Celestia pointing it out all the time, she’s noticed his attentions. And his goofy smile… At least she’s taken the bad news well.



Bad news.



Celestia always gets that look when delivering bad news, with the slight frown and pursed lips, whether she’s talking to a foreign dignitary or her own sister. Always. She did no such thing tonight.



Pinwheel looks back into the Princess’s chambers—Celestia lies there with her head on the cushion and her eyes closed. Then down the hall: Bronze Patina waves at her, that same goofy smile on his face, before turning the corner on another circuit of his patrol route. She’s known him for years and years, and—



Yes to one is no to the other. No turning back, no second chances. Tell him he’s not good enough or tell her she’s too risky, if Pinwheel even read her correctly. She sets her jaw and concentrates on putting one hoof in front of the other, step by step. She clears her throat.



“I hope I’m not being too forward, but I’d love it if you’d join me for a late dessert.” Wide eyes and a gaping mouth greet her.



Then a nod and a big grin.
      

      
   
      The Case of the Cowled Changelings


      

      
      
         "In the name of Honored Sun and Moon," the stone-faced Royal Guard said, "nopony leaves."



"This is most irregular," Fancy Pants protested.



Silence.



Fancy sighed. As much as it galled him, he couldn't let it go at that; the whispers were already turning ugly, and this party was his responsibility. He cast a glance around the dozens of ponies mingling in the ballroom—this was going to identify him to far too many of the guests, but that couldn't be helped now—then pulled back his white cowl with a flare of his horn and reached his hoof up to dislodge the pearlescent mask over his muzzle. 



The dull tingle of enchantment discharge rippled through his skin. His coat didn't change—more accurately, the white of the enchantment dropped away to reveal his own white—but his mane faded from the disguise's multi-hued pastel into his natural blue, and his mark began to appear on the empty canvas of his flanks.



"A word please, lads," he said quietly, forcing cheer into his voice. "I realize you're not going to recognize anypony in this room—that's somewhat the point—but not only did I draw the lot to serve as the host of this party, I also happen to be the Right Honourable Fancy Pants, representing Ponysylvania in the House of Lords." He swept his hoof around the room, at the dozens of silver-masked, silver-maned grey ponies in identical crisp grey cloaks who were chatting, dancing, and sipping sweet and salted drinks through straws. "I examined the guest list quite closely, and while attendance never quite matches the RSVPs, I would estimate that there's a full score of members of Parliament in this mansion. Now, I have no desire to stand in the way of royal business, but if you're going to detain a quarter of the ponies who vote on your budget, it's good form to offer an explanation."



The guard shifted from parade rest into rigid attention. "Sir. With all due respect, sir, nopony is to leave the premises until further notice, and we are authorized to detain the princesses themself if they try. I cannot provide further details."



"Are we under arrest?"



"Not unless you try to leave, sir."



"Are we in danger?"



"If so, sir, the Royal Guard is on the premises and stands ready to protect you."



Fancy Pants frowned. "I'll say again. This is most irregular."



"If I may, sir, it is not our intention to disrupt your event," the second guard, wearing sergeant's bars, said. "I will direct the senior officer to speak with you when she arrives. Until then, all we ask is that everypony remains indoors, and nopony leaves." 



"This is outrageous," the stallion next to Fancy muttered. Not even the voice modulation of the mask's enchantment and the neutral smile of its full-muzzle face could conceal his distaste. "I promised my wife I would be home from the masquerade at nine."



"My apologies, good sir," Fancy Pants said, slipping his own mask back on and feeling the enchantments begin to once again take hold. His voice rose as he spoke, to a bland approximation of Celestia's. "No accounting for royal business sometimes."



"No," the stallion pressed, "I mean it; this is outrageous, and furthermore unconscionable, a blatant violation of our sovereign rights. I must discuss with you what is to be done about it."



Fancy Pants shook his head and sighed, feeling a headache creep in. "I suspect you'll be far from the last to request that conversation, but it's premature. We'll let them sort out their issue and I'll file a complaint in the morning." He turned and walked back through the ballroom, trying to figure out where to begin breaking the bad news.



The stallion trotted up alongside. "I insist," he murmured. "Give me a moment alone. You'll find I have a…unique…perspective."



Under the mask, Fancy raised one eyebrow. "Alright," he said, and gestured toward the kitchen. An odd request, to be certain, given an edge of danger by the circumstances—but that was the sort of thing which added spice to these masquerades, and that's what they were there for, wasn't it?



They squeezed their way past the chefs to the pantry, and Fancy closed the door and leaned against it. "This should be private enough, with all the yelling and frying they do in there. What's going on?"



The stallion drew in a long breath, and fumbled with his mask. "I need to show you something, Fancy. Please…when I do, give me a moment to explain."



"Alright," Fancy Pants said, and as his counterpart's grey coat and silver mane faded away, he found himself staring into the black muzzle of a changeling.



Fancy froze, eyes darting around the pantry, trying not to look like he was looking for weapons. For a month after the invasion at the Royal Wedding, he'd carried a shock wand in an inner coat pocket, but he'd been relaxing just enough to fall back out of the habit. "You. They're here for you."



"They're not," the changeling said quickly. "Look. I don't mean you any harm, and we don't have much time. Please let me talk." He sat and widened the stance of his front limbs in a submissive gesture. 



Fancy swallowed in between shallow breaths, and nodded. "Alright."



"First of all, I'm a close friend of yours—and I don't mean I'm imitating them, I mean I am them and I have been as long as you've known me. My home, my friends, my family, my career—those are things I built, not stole. I was sent to scout Equestria decades ago, but after I arrived I realized I liked this life better than the one that sent me here. I dropped contact with the hive long ago, and I'm a loyal Equestrian. The invasion was as much a shock to me as it was to you."



"You have to admit," Fancy Pants said, "that's a lot for me to simply accept."



"Hear me out." The changeling looked at him, eyes widening. "You were right, they are here for a changeling—but not me. I've been upstairs in the library all night, but I came down to the ballroom for some salted punch. As I was filling my glass, I realized there was another changeling in the room. That was shortly before the guards surrounded the place. They're pursuing one of the invasion's spies, I bet, and I want those bastards that ruined our home dealt with as much as you do. But if the Guard drags in a battlecaster and casts a changeling detection spell on the entire mansion…"



"…they find you too," Fancy Pants finished, and the changeling nodded. "So what do you expect me to do about that?"



"Your word carries weight. Tell them that because of the nature of the party, the investigation needs to be as discreet as possible. And then tell them you noticed somepony suspicious arrive, and that they should check out that pony individually before disrupting the festivities. They can cast a detection spell on you to verify your identity, and then they can catch the spy without destroying a friendship and a family."



"And how would I know who the other changeling is?"



"When we left the room, she was in the group of mares talking at the edge of the dance floor. Go introduce yourself to them while I get another glass of punch, and stand so that they're between yourself and the punch bowl. I'll fill my glass when you start speaking with her, take one sip, then set it down and walk away."



Fancy Pants digested this in silence.



"Please, Fancy. You care about your friends. I've known you long enough to know that. Do the right thing."



"I do care about my friends—you're right. So tell me which one of them you are."



The changeling's eyes blinked several times. "Please," he said softly, "don't ask me that."



"You're asking a great deal of me. It's a fair question."



"It would change our relationship forever. You'd never be able to look at me without knowing, and I'd never be able to look at you without picking up that doubt and confusion…and, and revulsion…you're feeling right now." He dropped his gaze to the floor. "Please. Just turn in the spy and pretend this never happened. We'll all be happier."



"Nothing personal, but under the circumstances, I need something more than that to take your word."



The changeling looked up with sunken posture and pleading eyes. "Fancy…don't. Look—it would make you an accessory. If…if you really must, I promise to meet you and tell you everything after the guards leave, but for now, if you don't know who I am, then they can't arrest you for helping me."



Fancy frowned underneath his mask. That didn't sit right with him, but he didn't think he was going to get much more out of the changeling.



"Alright. Make that promise and I'll work with you—but I need to do something first, while we're here," he said, lighting his horn.



"Fancy?" the stallion said, tensing.



He closed his hornglow around a small pouch of bakers' flour, and nudged it to the front edge of the top shelf. It tumbled down and bounced off the changeling's back with a soft paf. The changeling yelped, cowering back and flinging up his forehooves to protect his face.



"Oh!" Fancy Pants said. "I'm sorry! Calm down, friend. I was just trying to grab this." He re-lit his horn and floated down a chef's knife from the top shelf, carefully tucking its sheath under his cloak. "If there's a spy in the mansion, I don't want to go out there unarmed. I would suggest you do the same, except that if they do find you, it would look awfully bad for you."



The changeling closed his eyes, trembling, and took a few deep breaths. "I-it's alright. Understandable."



"Alright," Fancy said, stepping away from the door and gesturing outward. "Point her out to me. I'll take care of the rest."



The changeling nodded and put his mask back on. "Thank you, old friend. Thank you more than words can express." Within moments, he was again an unrecognizable blank-flanked grey, indistinguishable from the other guests except for the subtle smudge of flour across the back of his cloak. 



They walked out through the kitchen back into the ballroom. Fancy nodded to the flour-smudged guest, then casually trotted away, making light conversation with a procession of grey faces as he worked his way toward the open floor by the orchestra. When "Smudge" reached the refreshments table, Fancy snatched a hornful of paired flowers off of one of the catering trays lining the room and trotted up to the cluster of identical-looking gossiping mares.



"I say," he said, threading the short-clipped stem of a tulip through the buttonhole of one of the mare's cloaks, "this deplorable business with the Guards has put me in the mood for some distraction."



She giggled and plucked the accompanying tulip from his horngrip, setting it on a tray to the side. "Rather absurdly daring of you to play the flower game after unmasking, isn't it, my dear Fancy Pants?"



He glanced past her to Smudge; nothing. "Indeed," he said, taking a yellow rose and moving on to the next mare. "I'm quite the cheeky fellow. Are you a cheeky mare?"



"See, I told you he has a type," the second mare said to a round of giggles. She, too, set aside the matching flower.



"If he wants to admire the cheekiest mare in the kingdom," a third said as he offered a chrysanthemum to similar rejection, "he should strap on some wings, grab a slice of cake, and turn his back to a mirror." That provoked further levity.



"Really, Fancy," a fourth purred, taking three predatory steps forward with hips swaying, "I find it hard to believe your lines are so inept tonight. I'd heard you were a far more—" she slowly licked her lips and levitated an iris into his buttonhole—"cunning linguist."



He lifted the matching iris toward her, watching Smudge out of the corner of his eye; nothing. With a tinge of regret, he set it aside. "Is that what you'd heard, madam? You damn me with faint praise."



"Silly of you not to notice, dear—" a fifth said as the fourth gave a little "hmph" and retreated—"our host's clever little switch-a-roo in the kitchen." 



"I'm full of surprises tonight, aren't I?" Fancy retorted, tucking a daffodil into her buttonhole. 



She plucked the second daffodil from his grip and stared at it for a moment. "One of which is that you are quite off your game, dear boy. I shall have to let Fancy know how disappointed we were with the lad in his horseshoes."



Smudge lifted a glass to his mask and took a long, deliberate sip through his straw. 



Fancy hurriedly set down the rest of his flowers and threw a sultry edge into his voice. "Now that, milady, sounds like a refreshing challenge to my linguistic skills. May I suggest a diplomatic meeting of lips?"



The daffodil halted midway to the tray, then rose up to his lapel, displacing the quickly-discarded iris. "If only so that I can adequately measure the scope of my disappointment."



Smudge stared openly, his glass trembling in his horngrip, as Fancy Pants lifted a fore and escorted Daffodil toward the nearby hallway. Fancy turned his head and gave Smudge a slow nod. 'I'll take care of the rest.' I just hope he doesn't get spooked and do anything regrettable. I need to know more.



Fancy walked a few doors down and ushered her into a small parlor lit by candles. He gestured to the chaise longue, and while she sat, he locked the door, leaving his horn glowing a moment longer to discreetly readjust the knife on his back.



"You're not here for a rut," she said quietly. "What's going on, Fancy Pants?"



"If you know enough to ask that," he replied, "you know enough to tell me."



"I might. What did he say to you?"



Fancy turned to face her full on, his back to the door. "Please understand this. I have a very simple answer to this problem: stay quiet and let the guards do what they came here to do. No games. If you want my assistance, I suggest you tell the truth and earn it."



Daffodil was silent for several uncomfortable seconds. Finally, she reached up for her mask and wiggled it off of her muzzle. "Yes," she said, "I am a changeling." But as the enchantment of the mask faded away, it wasn't to black chitin but to a wrinkled chestnut pelt and bright red mane.



Fancy Pants frowned. "Strange way you have of revealing you're a changeling. That's the face of Madame de Bears."



"You already know what chitin looks like, dear, so I'm trying to give you the truth you asked for. I am her, in every way that matters and many that don't, and I have been since my marriage forty years ago to Teddy, stars grant him rest. I assume that the other changeling accused me of being…"



Fancy Pants nodded, trying to keep his muzzle neutral even though she couldn't see it through the mask. "The spy they're here for, yes." And now I believe him. But if I convince her I'm on her side, I can walk her over to the guards and end this quickly and quietly.



De Bears stared up at him blankly, then let out a large sigh, her face relaxing. "He said I was the spy? Oh, thank goodness."



Fancy raised an eyebrow and stayed silent.



"Fancy, dear. You have absolutely no idea how tragic this might have been. But fortune blessed us tonight. I have proof I'm innocent—proof it will hurt you to hear, but which I must share to impress upon you the necessity of sending the guards away as urgently as possible."



"Proof." He tried belatedly to inflect it into a question.



"Fancy…I know something which the spy doesn't know. Couldn't know." She leaned forward earnestly. "There aren't two changelings here tonight. There are three…and the third is your wife."



It was a lie. He knew it was a lie. She was cornered, and she was flailing for an out. But still, his blood froze in his veins. "What!?" he squeaked.



"Everypony in high society knew Fleur would be here with you tonight, and any changeling who'd ever seen her would know of her nature. It's not her the spy didn't expect—it's me. When the spy noticed the presence of another changeling in the ballroom, he assumed I was her, and tried to save his own carapace by lying through his fangs to you. It's that mistaken identity which will save us."



"No," Fancy said, staggering sideways to a chair and sitting down heavily. "I don't believe you." Some part of him screamed at him to keep up the act—accept it, move on, and gain her trust—but it was too much. A friend of his he might have been able to accept, but his wife…



"I'm sorry, Fancy," she said, voice subdued. "I truly am. She should have been the one to tell you; and I'm certain she would have, in her own time. But if you love her—and I can feel you do; and you should—then you must know, in order to save her."



"I'm sorry, but that just can't be true. She was in Canterlot when the invasion was repelled," Fancy Pants lied, "and wasn't hurt or ejected by the blastwave." He looked closely at de Bears' expression, hoping for a crack in the facade. 



Instead, only confusion. "I…I don't know what to say. That's not true. I should know."



Damn it. He shook his head numbly and struggled for focus. "You mentioned proof. What's the proof?"



"As I said, there are three changelings here tonight," she said. "But there weren't supposed to be. I cancelled my RSVP last night because I was feeling ill…but after a nap and some quite delicious mane-brushing from my dear servant High Style, I perked up and decided to come anyhow, and got in by showing my invitation at the door. I chatted with Fleur earlier, after we recognized each other's nature through the masks."



Fancy Pants' heart dropped into his ribs and contracted into a cold, hard lump, as his strongest evidence against "de Bears" evaporated like morning dew. She'd provided the name of a pony not on the guest list…but he'd stayed silent about it, and she'd explained the discrepancy without prompting.



"The spy—who only just arrived, mind you—only knows about himself and the changeling he saw in the ballroom. I know about Fleur, myself, and the spy. Fleur knows about herself and me, and she's smart enough to have figured out that the Guard arrived too late to be here for either of us. Simply ask Fleur, without prelude or explanation, how many changelings are at the party, and when she says three you'll have your proof." De Bears pointed at the door. "But we must move quickly! If you cannot expose the spy to the guards before they bring a battlecaster in, the price you pay will be too dear."



"But…" Fancy said, brain rebelling. It made too much sense. "But…no. I don't believe you. I can't."



"Then turn me over to them so they have the changeling they came here for," de Bears said, her voice growing tight. "But stars above, child, don't stand here dithering, or all is lost."



"You'd do that?"



"Fancy. You'd be making a terrible mistake, and you'd be setting a hostile changeling free to do further damage…but I would have to, for her. My husband is dead; my children are grown. She is young and in love. If you cannot believe me, then at least give her a chance."



He stood on shaking legs, feeling the world spin around him.



"Take…" he whispered. "Take me to my wife."



The walk was a surreal jumble of color and sound. The glints of light off of suits of armor standing in rigid display blurred together with the abstract brushstrokes of the modern art masterpieces on the walls. The sussurus of laughter and conversation provided the grey mortar between the bricks of sensation. De Bears' form, once again anonymous, was a dull and faded ghost flitting through the unreal half-life of their journey, peeking through doorways, up staircases, and around corners. It felt like they'd been walking for hours when she stopped to look at him, even though they'd barely traveled the length of the hallway to the far side of the mansion.



De Bears pulled him inside the conservatory—with its immense picture windows and broad balcony overlooking the steep slope of the mountain out to the distant lands beyond—and over to a tray of water glasses by the door. "She's in here," she murmured.



Fancy Pants nodded, throat dry, and grabbed a glass of water and a straw. "I…I've got to talk to her alone."



"Of course. But be mindful that the Guard mage might arrive at any minute."



"Who is she?"



"With the blue rose in her buttonhole," de Bears said, "sitting by herself over at the curtains."



Fancy Pants glanced over. The mare that de Bears had described was staring directly at them, though she looked away upon meeting Fancy's eyes.



"Go to the ballroom," Fancy said. "If I don't make it there in time, and it looks like they're bringing in a battlecaster…catch their attention and look suspicious. Try to flee once they see you."



"Hurry," de Bears pleaded, and slipped away.



Fancy walked over to the curtains. She stared at him as he approached.



He slipped into the seat next to her and took another sip of water. "Strange night."



The grey mare wearing the blue rose glanced over her shoulder, peeking around the edge of the curtains through the picture window. "It is indeed. There's Guard pegasi hovering outside," she said, subdued. 



"All around the building."



"Are they?…Well, that would stand to reason, if they're here." She laughed nervously. "I wouldn't know. I've been here in the conservatory all evening."



"Pity. The seats in the ballroom are more comfortable." He inwardly chastised himself, and braced for a lunge into weightier matters; small talk was accomplishing nothing but wasting time.



"Perhaps I'll move out there, then. Ah…unless they're shutting down the masquerade?"



"About that," Fancy Pants said. "We need to talk."



Blue Rose looked straight into his eyes, and he wished that the masks gave him more of an expression to read. 



"You're a changeling," he said, as definitively as he could while dropping his voice too low for anypony else to hear.



She hesitated only for a moment before leaning in and whispering. "Yes."



"You're my wife," he blurted out, and immediately she froze, and he knew it was the wrong thing to have said.



"No," Blue Rose whispered desperately, placing a hoof on his fetlock. "No. No. Don't ask that question. Dear sweet stars, don't ask that."



"The Royal Guard is outside," he said, trembling, "and your life is on the line, damn it, Fleur, and I need the dust-blasted truth."



"No. Don't." He saw a tear well up in her eye. "Don't. Fancy Pants, don't. Who told you that? They're…they're lying. I don't want to die, Fancy, but I can't claim to be her just to save myself. We've known each other a long time, and you're my friend, but I'm not who you think I am."



"No more lies," he hissed, putting a hoof over hers and pressing down. "You're my wife, or you're rotting in a jail cell."



"Fancy!" she hissed back, eyes wide, tears at their edges. "Oh sweet stars don't, listen to yourself, please, you're, you're going to do something stupid and it's going to hurt everypony—"



Damn, damn, damn. The worst of it was, he was. He eased up the pressure on her hoof. He needed to corroborate de Bears' story. Find the spy. Sort out the rest later.



Blue Rose sobbed softly. Fancy Pants glanced around. The other grey faces in the room were watching without looking. He lit his horn and enveloped them in a small globe of silence, hoping that that plus the masks would provide enough privacy to say what needed to be said.



"Please, Fancy," she sobbed. "Look, what you're asking…you're upset, right now, I can feel it, I can feel how you hate us…and you've got the right to, after what the hive did. But don't ask me who I am. Don't ask me anything only I would know. It would end things between us, and don't tell me it wouldn't, because I can feel the roar of your heart. Stars, Fancy, I can feel it, you know what I mean by that, and I want to throw up."



"Fleur," he said, stomach wrenching.



"Please. Just pretend, Fancy. Pretend you didn't hear any names. I'm actually an old Academy friend of yours. You've known me for two decades. I never stole anything, and I never hurt anypony."



That, on the other hoof, sounded way too familiar. "Oh. I see. Is that the lie the hive tells you to tell?" he snarled.



"I never asked you to believe it. I asked you to pretend that's what you heard. Oh, stars, Fancy. Please, please stop. I'm going to vomit. I'm in a mask and I'm going to vomit."



He gritted his teeth, feeling tears gather.



"Turn me in if you have to, Fancy, just don't hate me. Oh, stars, please." She curled up into a ball, openly trembling.



"Fleur…" he said, then shook his head. "No. Changeling. I don't know who you are. You're just a changeling." He ground his teeth together, bottling up his emotions. This mare was a stranger. Fleur being a changeling was a lie.



It wasn't, unfortunately, but the truth was hurting her.



"Tell me," he said, clinging to the one thing that could save them, "how many changelings are in this mansion."



She took a long, deep, breath, uncurling shaking limbs, resting a hoof on him for support before yanking it back as if his coat was on fire. 



Blue Rose steadied herself again. "Three," she said.



"Who?"



"Me," she said. "The spy who the Royal Guard are here to catch. And Madame de Bears."



His heart wrenched and flipped. That was it, then. The worse things felt better, and the better things felt worse, and now he wanted to vomit too.



"I'm sorry," The Changeling Who Was Not Fleur whispered. "I'm so sorry, Fancy. I never meant to put you through this."



Fancy Pants stood abruptly. "We'll talk later," he said, resting a hoof on her withers—as much to console himself as her. "I have a spy to turn in."



She nodded. "Of course." 



He turned and began trotting toward the door.



"I hope we can talk some more once they've hauled him away," she called out to his back. "I'll be here. Right in this chair. I can't promise to tell you everything, but you do deserve some answers."



He was out in the hallway when it hit him like a thunderclap.



The moment of vertigo from the spell made him lose his balance, and he plowed headlong into a suit of armor. Metal and pony slammed into the floor. He staggered back up, afterimages bursting into his eyes. The other guests within eyesight were glancing around, disoriented. The ache of feedback filled his horn, and the magelights mounted on the walls were all giving off soft purple sparks.



"Shit," he said, then burst into a gallop, mind racing. "Shit!"



He tore his cloak and mask off as he rounded the corner to the ballroom. "Stop!" he shouted, eyes haring around the room until they went to ground in the evocation circle which had been hastily inscribed on the dance floor. He adjusted his course toward the midnight blue unicorn in its center. "Stop!"



The unicorn stood to her full height, turned to face him, and spread wings, raising one regal hoof and one regal eyebrow.



Fancy flung his head down on instinct, legs locking, skidding to a bow at her hooves. "Princess," he said, lungs afire from the sprint. "Stop."



"My Lord Fancy Pants," she said. "Please stand—and then explain the meaning of this display."



"Problem," he gasped, "with your. Detection spell."



"Oh," she said in a voice that both denied and demanded elaboration.



He stopped for a few short breaths, glancing around the room. There were circles of guards around both Smudge and de Bears, resting hooves on the hilts of their weapons. A cluster of them was filing toward the hallway he'd just come from.



"Your spell identified four changelings in the mansion?" he said, fighting to turn the ending inflection down into a statement.



The eyebrow went back up. "It did, though none were informed of that conclusion save the Night Guards instructed via mental link. How did you come to know this?"



"With all due respect, Your Highness," he said, wondering how to finish that sentence, and then inspiration hit: "I noticed the spell flash twice. You must believe me, Your Highness, before you make a grave error and destroy innocent lives. There are two changeling spies, and you detected them twice."



An uncertain murmur rippled through the crowd. Luna regarded him silently, then looked over at Smudge and de Bears.



"I'm afraid you've detained an innocent pony," Fancy Pants said. "A victim of the duplication."



"My Lord Fancy Pants," Luna said, "if you will forgive my idle observation: for a pony who did not set off the detection spell, you seem to have quite the uncommon knowledge of changeling spies."



The crowd stirred again.



"I am prepared to testify in court, under oath and truth spell," he said, drawing himself up and raising his voice, "that they panicked as the hoof of the law drew near; and that both spies, in a misguided effort to cast suspicion elsewhere, identified each other to me."



Chaos erupted.



"Silence!" Luna bellowed, but that would be a long time in coming.








It was a loud silence—reflecting around the empty ballroom as it was. The two changelings disguised as mares had been arrested, the masquerade had come to an unceremonious halt, and the guards and guests had scattered like ants from a prodded anthill. The servants had finished their first cleaning pass, leaving behind only Fancy Pants and a grey-cloaked figure with a smudge of flour on its back.



"Because I knew you'd be mad," Smudge finally said. "I…I didn't think you would accept it. Accept me. I'm sorry."



"I am mad," Fancy Pants admitted, then sighed. "But I love you."



"Not to be flip," Smudge said, "but I know. I know, Fan. Even if I hadn't seen you standing up to the Princess for me, I can feel it."



Fancy Pants looked down, biting his lip.



"And I love you too," Smudge said.



"I know," Fancy Pants said quietly. "Not the same way you do, but…I trust you. I love you. And that means I have to listen to my heart sometimes, even when I'm a damn scared fool."



"Is that how you knew I was…well, me?" Smudge said quietly.



"Oh, heavens, no," Fancy Pants said. "I was ready to take the spies at their word and turn you in to the Guard, right up until one of them blew their cover at the last possible moment."



"How do you mean?"



"The one wearing the blue rose referred to you as a 'he'. But she'd been in the conservatory all evening, which you hadn't visited, and the timeline they gave me made it impossible for de Bears to have told her about you."



Smudge was silent. "I don't understand. You're right, we never saw each other. How did she know I was here in a male form?"



"She didn't—she couldn't have, unless every one of you was lying in ways that made no sense. And de Bears was female, both in shape and in cover story. So Blue Rose had to have seen another changeling—a changeling not a single one of you expected."



Smudge thought. "But there weren't any other changelings that could have been there. There's no 'friend from the Academy,' Fan. That's the story we were trained to tell if our cover was compromised by someone we thought we could leverage for trust." Smudge lowered his head. "And I'm sorry I stooped to it. I was scared, Fan. Scared."



"I know." He raised a hoof. "But the best lies are indistinguishable from the truth. I assume the real Madame de Bears is, in fact, a changeling?"



"She is." Smudge cocked his head. "And she and I really are friends. We both attend these masquerades in stallion form—but she really was sick, horribly so. You're not saying she visited despite her illness, do you?"



"Ask her the next time you see her, but my bits are on yes. I think maybe that 'illness' wasn't. The spies were confident that the real her wouldn't be here, which suggests they did something to her—poisoned her, or whatever the changeling equivalent is. De Bears realized something was wrong, and dragged herself here to warn the other changeling she knew might be in danger. When she ran across a changeling in a mare's body in the conservatory, she realized it wasn't you, and got scared and hid. In the meantime, you went downstairs for drinks, and then the guards arrived and everything went crazy."



Smudge nodded silently.



"A bit for your thoughts, my dear?"



"Just that I don't deserve a pony so smart, and so willing to sacrifice so much for me."



Fancy Pants chuckled. "Nonsense. Either you're wrong, or I'm disagreeing with a correct opinion from the mare I love, in which case I'm exactly as stupid as you deserve."



Smudge smiled, then, and lit his horn. Two bent, worn lilies floated over from the waiter's tray filled with the detritus of the party.



"I hope the stallion I deserve will do me the honor of closing his eyes," Smudge said, and threaded a lily into Fancy's buttonhole.



"That would make it awfully difficult for me to get the other lily where it belongs," Fancy Pants said with a smile, and complied.



He heard the mask come off, then, and her lips were warm and sweet as spring.
      

      
   
      A Rubber Mask Of Emotions


      

      
      
             The Ponyville library didn't see a lot of business on most days. Not that the townsfolk were completely uneducated slobs, but… well, Twilight certainly wouldn't word it that way at least.



	She'd gotten over that disappointment over the couple years she'd lived there anyway. Twilight had never minded a bit of alone time, even if running the library was at least 80% alone time…



	The few visitors she did get were fairly regular. Cheerilee would stop by for a new book every couple weeks, Mrs. Cake would show up every time Mr. Cake was out of town on business, and Rarity checked out a new romance novel virtually every week. Rainbow Dash was a regular in the past, but now she owned the entire Daring Do series herself, and that was all she'd ever rented from the library before.



	Today was reshelving day. Cheerilee wasn't due for a new book just yet, Mr. Cake wasn't going anywhere, and Rarity had picked up 45 More Shades of Hay You Never Saw Coming just the day before. Twilight had the whole library to herself for the entire day, and she would spend it reshelving.



	Because she had no idea how to have fun.



	She sighed as a maelstrom of books fluttered around the room in her aura. That wasn't fair to say, really. She knew how to have fun, mostly. She just had more important things to do. The last reshelving day had been last week for pony's sake! She wasn't a savage. There was order to maintain. Fun could wait on the backburner for now.



	Her every motion was practiced and precise. Books weaved and danced around each other at blistering speed. Each tome was dusted, checked for damage, and placed in its proper place among thousands of its carefully organized brethren. And all without opening her eyes. Twilight grinned. She was cool.



	All of that meticulously orchestrated chaos came to a screeching halt at a sound; an unexpected sound. Twilight's ears flicked. Her eyes shot open as every movement in the library ceased. She strained to hear the sound again, to identify what had stopped her.



	At last, it came again. Thump thump thump against wood. Somepony was at the door.



	Twilight blinked. "Oh… OH!" She shot to her hooves and placed all the books she'd been levitating into vaguely organized stacks around the room. 



	"Coming!" she shouted as she trotted across the room to the front door. She swung it open with her magic, saying, "You know it's a public library. You don't actually have… to…. knock…"



	Twilight trailed off weakly at the sight before her. It was a pony, mostly. Legs, tail, body, all very normal. All very pink. The head… well, it clearly wasn't a head. It was a mask, but what a strange mask it was. Made of rubber, it was painted brown in stark contrast to the neon pink coat of the pony wearing it. The snout was far, far too long, with huge flaring nostrils and a smallish, unexpressive mouth at the very tip. The end of the muzzle was black, and there was a white stripe running lengthwise along the top of it. The eyes… dear Celestia the eyes. They were tiny, beady little things, completely devoid of emotion or expression. They stared out in opposite directions, unblinking, set more on the sides of the face than the front. Even the eyes were made of the same unreflective rubber material. The only part that wasn't rubber was an exceedingly short and scraggly brown mane that started between two tiny ears and ran down the back of the neck.



	 In short, it was the most unsettling thing Twilight had ever seen. 



	All she was able to muster was, "Uh…" and even that was a feat given that her entire brain had shut down.



	The pony on her doorstep spoke, its voice coming out muffled, "Hello. Is this Twilight Sparkle's house?"



	The pony's voice was deep, but in a strange was. It wasn't natural at all. It sounded more like a pony with a high voice attempting to fake a bass voice and failing. Failing badly, at that. It wasn't very unsettling at all. It was just silly. It was enough to snap Twilight back to reality.



	She carefully examined the… pony in front of her. Poofy pink tail, bright pink coat, cutie mark of… wait, the cutie mark was covered by something. There was a piece of paper taped over the cutie mark, with… 'horsey' written on it in rough pen.



	Twilight shook her head once to make sure that she was real, then said, "Pinkie Pie, what are you doing?"



	The pony tilted its head, causing Twilight to shudder. "Pinkie Pie?" it asked in its faux-deep voice. "No, I'm her cousin… uh… Horsey. Her cousin Horsey, that's me!"



	Horsey puffed out her chest at the end of her statement, as if to reassure herself as much as Twilight.



	Twilight blinked slowly, then took a deep breath. "Pinkie Pie, I just…" she sighed "just… why?"



	Horsey shook her head, making the elongated rubber muzzle flop back and forth. "That's 'Horsey'. Pinkie Pie's my cousin. I'm from out of town. Say, mind if I come in?" 



	 Twilight nodded numbly and stepped to one side, watching in dumbfounded silence as Horsey trotted into the library and started looking around.



	"Ooh, nice place you got here. I can see why Pinkie's your friend." She stopped examining the room and turned suddenly to face Twilight. "Hey, speaking of Pinkie Pie, and just for no other reason than idle conversation, what do you think of her? As a pony and a friend, I mean."



	Twilight was beginning to grasp the situation, probably, but she was wholly unequipped to deal with it at the moment. Besides, it wasn't 'deal with a friend's deeply unsettling behavior' day, it was reshelving day.



	"It's reshelving— uh, I mean, I'm a bit busy right now Pink— Horsey." Twilight gestured to the various stacked books to illustrate her point. "I don't really have time to play '20 questions to reassert a friend's self-esteem' right now."



	Horsey was silent for a moment. She probably would have blinked in confusion if the rubber eyelids had been capable of motion.



	"That sounds like a strange game, Twilight." Her posture brightened smilingly and she bounced a bit on her hooves. "I can see why Pinkie Pie's your friend!"



	"Yes, she's certainly a fan of… strangeness," Twilight muttered as she took a seat in the center of the room. Her horn ignited in a purple glow, but before she could set to work she was interrupted once more.



	"Hey, do you think Rarity is busy right now, too?"



	Twilight responded without thinking, "No, actually, she told me that her day was pretty open—" She clapped her hooves over her mouth, but it was too late. She'd doomed Rarity. Twilight could almost feel the predatory grin behind Horsey's mask.



	"Okie dokie lokie!" The exclamation sounded so much creepier in Horsey's muffled basso voice. "Catch you later, Twilight!"



	Twilight could only watch helplessly as Horsey bounced out the door and down the street. She couldn't just let Rarity face it unawares. She had to warn her. She had to save her friends!



	Her horn lit up, and she only had time to give the unshelved books one last lamenting look before she vanished in a flash and a pop. 








	Carousel Boutique saw practically no business from within Ponyville. What patrons she did get, Rarity usually got from Canterlot or some other, more refined place. Of course, such ponies paid more than enough to keep her afloat even if the orders were few and far between.



	Rarity didn't mind, anyway. It meant she was never too terribly busy. She almost always had time to putter around the shop, relax, and design a few more future outfits for next time a prospective customer did drop by. Today was one such day. She didn't really have anything that needed to be worked on at the moment, so she'd decided to clean the shop. Rather, she was going to clean the shop. Right after she finished her tea.



	A loud pop and a flash of white light caused Rarity to yelp in fright. Her cup of tea wobbled in the air and very nearly slipped from her magical grasp before she managed to steady it. She put a hoof to her chest to still her beating heart as she slowly, icily turned around to face the purple alicorn she knew would be standing behind her.



	"Twilight Sparkle, would you mind ever so much telling me why it is you—"



	"No time!" Twilight interrupted. She leapt across the room and grabbed Rarity by the shoulders, pulling their faces mere inches apart. "Rarity, I've brought something horrible down upon you, and for that I apologize, but I must warn you before it's too late!"



	Rarity gently pushed Twilight away with a forehoof and dusted her shoulders off calmly. "Twilight, darling, you're acting a tad hysterical. Please, start from the beginning."



	Twilight nodded fervently, but paused just as she opened her mouth to speak. She glanced around the room briefly, then turned back to Rarity in confusion. "Wait, why is your kitchen so dirty? You usually keep the place so clean."



	Rarity smiled through gritted teeth. "I was going to clean it… later. I certainly wasn't expecting guests. Now, if you please, what is this" she made air-quotes with her forehooves "'horrible thing' that you've set towards me, hm?"



	Twilight's eyes widened. "Right! Yes! It's horrible! Well…" She tapped a hoof to her chin in thought. "'Horrifying' is probably a better word, really. 'Disturbing'? 'Disconcerting'? Yeah, that works—"



	"Focus, darling."



	"Right, sorry. I'm a bit frazzled." Twilight took a deep breath. "Okay, so you know that Pinkie Pie can have… self-esteem issues. You remember how she got with Rainbow Dash when she thought we were ignoring her?"



	Rarity shuddered, and that was all the response Twilight needed before going on, "Well, I think something similar has happened again. She's gotten it into her head that we think poorly of her, and her solution was to disguise herself and ask us questions like 'what do you think of your friend Pinkie?' is some sort of attempt to get our candid opinions on her." 



	Rarity nodded slowly. "I suppose I understand so far, but… what's so disturbing about all this? We just tell her how much we love her —all truthfully, I might add— and she feels better. Frankly I think I could have handled this fine without your warning."



	Twilight shook her head fervently. "That's not what the warning is for. It's the disguise she's wearing. Just… try not to scream, okay?"



	"Oh… kay?" Rarity said slowly.



	"Also," Twilight went on, "I feel like we should address this issue more openly. It was just a one-time fluke before, but if this is going to become a thing with Pinkie Pie, then maybe we need to have a sit-down with her and put her insecurities to rest for good."



	"I can certainly agree to that. I suppose you want me to humour her whilst you prepare?"



	Twilight nodded. "That'd be the plan, yes. I'll let the rest of the girls know, too, since Pinkie probably plans on talking to each of us. You girls just answer any questions she has, do the best to alleviate whatever's ailing her, and then we'll all meet at the library for a talk when I'm ready."



	Just then, a knock sounded at the Boutique's front door. Both mares whipped their heads around to stare, wide-eyed. The knock rang out again and they both snapped into action. 



	Rarity began cantering towards the door with a sing-song, "I'll be right there~"



	Twilight whispered one last, "Whatever you do, play along for now!" before teleporting away once more.



	Rarity put on her best smile and opened the door. "Hello, and welcome to… ah…"



	"Hi! I'm Horsey! I'm Pinkie Pie's cousin from out of town. Mind if I come in?"



	It was fortunate that Rarity was a good actress, because while her face displayed a calm and welcoming smile, inside she had actually run away screaming and burned the Boutique down behind her.



	Silence stretched on for a few moments, but Rarity at last managed to step aside and allow Horsey in. Horsey examined the interior with a low whistle of appreciation. 



	"And here I thought Twilight's place was fancy. Your house really takes the cake!"



	Rarity finally managed to recover her faculties, and she closed the door before turning around to face her guest. "Uh, yes, well, thank you. I do work hard to maintain a certain level of sophistication and cleanliness in my shop. I'm Rarity, by the way, but it seems you already know something of me." She cleared her throat awkwardly. "So you said you're Pinkie's cousin?"



	Horsey put down a vase she'd been appreciating and nodded in Rarity's direction. "Yeah, but I'm from… not here. You've probably never heard of me before."



	"I can't say that I have, but it is a pleasure to meet you nonetheless. Pinkie does have such… interesting family. Ah heh heh…" Rarity attempted her best smile, but it came out crooked. Fortunately, Horsey's vision was focused elsewhere.



	"'Interesting' is one of Pinkie's favourite words. Hey, how come your kitchen is so dirty?"



	Rarity heaved a heavy sigh. "Why it's just so that it can be mentioned by every single pony that happens to drop by on my day off of course…" she muttered under her breath as she glared at the back of Horsey's weird head.



	"What?" Horsey rubbed at one of her weirdly-small ears with a hoof. "You gotta speak up." 



	Rarity's mask of a smile fell back into place. "Nothing, darling. I simply haven't quite gotten around to polishing up the kitchen as of yet. I had planned to do that this afternoon, actually."



	"I can help!"



	"Um… I suppose that would speed things along rather nicely." Rarity tilted her head in confusion. This wasn't what Twilight had warned her about. She'd expected a barrage of questions about her opinion of Pinkie Pie, but none had been forthcoming. Perhaps it was nothing so concerning. Perhaps it was just some sort of really, really bizarre prank.



	"Hey, and since I'm here helpin' you out anyway, I've got a few things I wanted to talk to you about!"



	Ah, there it was.



	Rarity led the way into the kitchen and began loading dirty dishes into the sink. While she set to washing them, Horsey took a cloth to the messy countertops.



	It took only moments for them to set into their work, after which Rarity responded, "And just what would you like to talk to me about, darling?"



	Horsey paused to scrub out a stubborn stain, then said in her deep, muffled voice, "Well, it's about, uh, my cousin Pinkie Pie. You're her friend, right? I mean, you would call yourself her friend, right?"



	"But of course," Rarity responded quickly. "One of my very closest friends in all Equestria, in fact."



	"That's cool," Horsey said with what sounded like a smile—though it was impossible to tell behind the expressionless rubber mask. "So, like, what do you think of her? Just as a completely and totally random example, would you call her 'annoying' in any way?"



	"Heavens above, no!" Rarity insisted. "She can be a lot to handle, but that's what makes her who she is. I would never want to see her toning herself down for our sakes. Exuberance and intensity are integral qualities of hers, and I don't begrudge her of them for a moment."



	A thought struck her, and Rarity decided to take a risk. "Sometimes, I think, she can get strange ideas into her head. She can think that her friends are unhappy with her, but that's of course not true. We all love y— Pinkie from the bottoms of our hearts, and I truly hope she never forgets that."



	Horsey was silent for a moment. She'd stopped scrubbing the counter and was staring straight at Rarity. Rarity wished she could see the emotions playing out under the rubber horseface. Then the moment passed. Horsey turned back to her task and Rarity let out a breath she hadn't known she was holding.



	"That's… that's real nice of you to say, Rarity." Horsey sniffled slightly. "It sounds like you're real good friends with… Pinkie Pie."



	"I know. I hope she does, too," Rarity said quietly.



	Horsey shifted on her hooves. "Uh, look, I'm real sorry, but do you mind if I take off? I know we're not quite done with the kitchen, but I have… other ponies I wanted to talk to today, if you don't mind."



	Right, the kitchen. Rarity had managed to forget that little detail. She glanced around, only to find that the countertops were spotless and sparkling after such a short time. She was about to question the speed with which 'Horsey' cleaned, but she remembered who she was talking to. In that same time, Rarity herself had managed to wash a plate. 



	"It's no bother at all, really. I can finish up here myself. Thank you for the help, though. It was invaluable." Rarity offered a smile, and this time it was completely genuine. 



	"Heh, no, thank you. You're a real encouraging mare, you know that, Rarity?"



	Rarity chuckled. "Glad to be of service."



	With that, Horsey gave one last nod, then turned and trotted back out the door. Rarity watched her go, and stared at the space her guest had occupied for some time after. She wondered if she'd said enough, or too much. Her stomach twisted at the thought of Pinkie Pie hurting inside, and she hoped dearly that Twilight's preparations were coming along.



	Whatever the case, it was out of her hooves for now. She could only hope that Twilight had warned the others in time, because by all things that were holy that mask was disturbing.








	Sweet Apple Acres didn't get a lot of business… ever. It didn't get any business. It was a farm. They grew apples and tended to critters. They didn't take customers. Come market day, Applejack or Big Mac would set up a stall and sell their wares, but that was in town. The farm itself didn't really see anypony but the Apples.



	Today was an apple-bucking day. Well, near every day was an apple-bucking day around this time of year. There was a reason they called it 'apple-bucking season'. Applejack was out in the fields working her way down a row of trees, building up a coat of sweat and a pleasant burning in her muscles.



	Strictly speaking, she really didn't have time for guests during harvest, but Twilight had explained the situation to her. Applejack knew enough to make time when a friend was in need. So it was that she'd placed herself within sight of the farm's front gate. Pinkie Pie would have no trouble finding and talking to her whenever she came around.



	As it turned out, Applejack didn't have to wait long. She'd barely finished a single row of trees when a pink spot appeared on the path leading in from town. Mostly pink. Pink body, pink tail… brown head. Right, Twilight had warned her about that. Applejack was a tough pony. She'd been around the block. She wasn't about to be freaked out by some Nightmare Night mask.



	Applejack wiped the sweat from her forehead and took a seat in the shade of an apple tree. She idly fanned herself with her hat as the pink spot resolved itself into a pink pony, and then that pink pony waved enthusiastically and bounced her way towards Applejack.



	"Well howdy there— Whoa nelly!" Applejack nearly fell over backwards as the pony finally arrived, her eyes wide and pupils small at the sight of its… face.



	Horsey froze. "What? Is there a spider on me? Oh please tell me there's not a spider on me!" She started bouncing from hoof to hoof, spinning in place as she tried to examine every part of her body for arachnid invaders.



	Applejack shook her head and steeled herself before saying, "No, no, nothing like that. I was just… thinkin' of something scary, is all." She was a terrible liar. Her eyes darted from side to side above a sideways smile.



	Fortunately, Horsey didn't seem to notice the obvious lie. "Oh, phew. I don't like spiders at all." She sighed in relief. "Oh, I'm Horsey, by the way. I'm Pinkie Pie's cousin, from out of town."



	"That so?" Applejack tipped her hat back slightly. "Well, any kin of Pinkie's is a friend of mine. Pleasure to meet you. Name's Applejack." She held out her hoof, which Horsey shook vigorously.



	"So you're friends with Pinkie, then? Good friends?"



	Applejack smiled. "Sure as sugar. Reckon I love the gal something fierce. Like a sister to me, really." She was very good at telling the truth.



	Horsey nodded happily. "Oh, that's so nice to hear. I figured you might find her a bit much. You know, head in the clouds and all that. You seem very down to earth, if you don't mind me saying."



	A nod. "I suppose me and Pinkie ain't exactly similar personality types, but that don't mean we can't get along. Sure, she's a bit high in the sky, but so's Rainbow Dash." Applejack paused to chuckle. "Nah, it don't bother me none. You gotta have some contrast between friends, else you're just talkin' into a mirror. Honestly, it's refreshing to have somepony so dang excitable around. Keeps me from getting' too grounded, if ya feel me."



	Horsey seemed to think for a moment. "That's awful sweet of you."



	"Just the truth, sugarcube."



	"Yeah," Horsey nodded. "I guess it is."



	They both sat in comfortable silence for a minute, and it was Applejack who finally broke it. "Welp, if you don't mind at all, I gotta get back to work. Harvest don't stop just when I do."



	"Hm?" Horsey looked up suddenly as if snapped out of deep thought. "Oh, right. That's fine. I have somepony else to see anyway."



	"It was a pleasure talkin' to you, really." Applejack looked directly into the rubber head's lifeless eyes. "Don't ever hesitate to come around here. I can always make time to talk, whenever you might be needing it."



	"Thank you, Applejack. I… I think I will."



	And then Horsey waved goodbye. She trotted off down the road, back towards town. Applejack got back to bucking. She'd said everything she could. She only hoped that Pinkie had listened.








	Rainbow Dash didn't get business. Rainbow Dash gave ponies the business! Rainbow Dash was the business! Know what time it is? It's business time, 'cause Rainbow Dash is here and she's about to say hello with a kick to the jaw!



	"Hi-ya!" Rainbow Dash burst through a small cloud with a vicious roundhouse. She twirled and flared her wings, back-flipping smoothly into another cloud with both forehooves outstretched. She smashed straight through without reducing her speed, and corkscrewed into another bundle of cumulus, she flung all four hooves outward as she spun like a top within the cluster, and every last cloud was reduced to fine mist. Rainbow Dash did a quick loop-de-loop for style, then set her sights on a lone floating target. She flapped he wings rapidly, sped towards it like a missile, then at the last second flared up and stomped down hard with all four hooves.



	"Boom shakalaka!" The cloud exploded at her hooves and she spun around in search of her next target. The sky was empty. The battle was won. Rainbow Dash could almost hear an imaginary army chanting her name, calling out the name of their hero.



	No, wait, somepony was actually calling her name.



	Rainbow Dash looked down. The weird, deep voice was coming from a pink speck on the ground below. Right, it was Pinkie Pie doing whatever weird thing she was doing. Twilight had told Rainbow all about it. Pinkie was being sad or whatever, and she needed her friends to tell her to not be that way. And for some reason she was doing it in a freaky mask.



	Rainbow Dash just didn't understand other ponies sometimes.



	In any case, it was her duty as a loyal friend to help Pinkie out of her funk. Rainbow Dash was so prepared. She was about to show that she couldn't just kick regular butt, she could also kick emotional butt. Those emotions wouldn't know what hit 'em when Rainbow broke out the uppercut of supportive friendship. Aw yeah.



	"Hey, what's up— Aw jeeze what?!" Rainbow Dash was not prepared. Her wingbeats faltered and her landing turned into more of a face-planting crash.



	"Whoa, girl, are you okay?" Horsey asked in that weird, weird voice.



	The face, the voice,, but mostly the face… it was a lot to take in. Rainbow Dash allowed herself one moment to shudder, then she did what she always did in situations like this. She shoved all those nasty and unpleasant feelings into the deepest, darkest pit in the very back of her mind where she didn't have to deal with them. She could let them sit there and not bother with them until they inevitably resurfaced as horrific nightmares in a few weeks' time. Like the memory of that one Hearth's Warming party in flight-school.



	When Rainbow pulled herself up from the ground, it was with a smile."Heh, I'm fine. I take worse spills than that getting out of bed in the morning."



	Horsey stared silently for a moment. "All… right, then. That's… cool."



	Rainbow Dash shook the last bits of dirt out of her mane as she got her head back in the game. She would play along with the disguise. Rainbow was awesome at subterfuge. She could totally be a spy or something.



	"So, I, uh, haven't seen you around town before, but you seem to know me. Not surprising, really, I'm pretty great," she said, totally nailing it.



	"Huh?" Horsey started. "Oh, right, I'm not from around here. I'm Pinkie Pie's cousin Horsey, from out of town."



	"The pleasure's all yours."



	"Don't you mean—"



	"So what brings you around here, Horsey? To…" Rainbow Dash glanced around. "an empty field outside town."



	"Oh, uh…" Horsey rubbed the back of her neck with a forehoof. "I just wanted to talk to you about some things."



	Rainbow Dash sat down in the grass. "Shoot."



	"Well, you're friends with Pinkie, right?"



	"Nah, not really."



	"Oh?" Horsey visibly drooped. "Oh…"



	"Hey," Rainbow leaned over and playfully punched Horsey in the shoulder. "I'm just messin' with ya! Of course I'm friends with Pinkie Pie! I only see her, like, all the time. If somepony gets to spend that much time around the Dash, then they've gotta be pretty darn awesome, ya dig?"



	"Heh heh, I think I get it." Horsey nodded. "So you don't find her annoying? You don't mind that she's just an earth pony, and you spend so much time flying?"



	"What?" Rainbow's wings flared. "You think I care about stuff like that? Nah!" She waved a hoof dismissively. "Flying's important to me… like, real important. Flying's pretty much who I am. Flying is one of my defining character traits. Take away flying, and you take the Dash out of 'Rainbow Dash'. Then I'm just 'Rainbow', which is sorta cool, but it just doesn't have the same 'oomph' to it, y'know?"



	Horsey stared silently. Rainbow Dash paused, blinked several times.



	"Sorry, what I mean to say is that flying is important for who I am, but it's not who Pinkie is, and I'm totally cool with that. Pinkie's got her own stuff, and it's great stuff. She's energetic, she's cheerful, she gets along with everypony. She can make anypony smile or laugh. She's pretty much joy on legs. What can I do?" Rainbow Dash's ears folded against her head. "I can fly. That's it. Every pegasus can do that. My pet tortoise can do that. I can't light up a room just by walkin' in. I can't remember everypony's birthday and always throw them a party. I can't do anything she does."



	Rainbow Dash sniffled and hastily wiped her muzzle with a hoof. She looked down to the grass beneath her and said, "If anything I'm lucky that she wants to be my friend, and the thought of her forgetting what she's worth really gets to me."



	There was silence for a moment. Only the sound of the breeze blowing across the empty field.



	Finally Horsey spoke up. "I… I think Pinkie would be really touched to hear you say that. You especially."



	Rainbow chuckled dryly. "Yeah, well if you ever tell anypony how sappy I got, I'll deny it."



	Horsey giggled in response. The sound was disturbing from such a strangely deep voice.



	"Welp," Horsey turned to leave. "I think I'll head on back to the library now. Twilight's probably done whatever book stuff she was doing, so I can finally talk to her."



	Rainbow shot to her hooves. "Wait, back to the library?"



	"Yeah."



	"You don't have anypony else to talk to?"



	Horsey thought it over, then said, "Noperooni, I think I'm good."



	"Okayseeyoulaterbye!" Rainbow Dash shot off in the blink of an eye. Her rainbow trail zipped off in the direction of Sweet Apple Acres before passing out of sight.



	Horsey simply shrugged, then bounced down the road towards town. At least she'd gotten to talk to everypony.








	Fluttershy wasn't even open for business. She just took care of sick and lost animals, and lived off a monthly government stipend for her efforts. She rarely entertained pony guests, but she'd made special preparations for today.



	A friend needed help, and Fluttershy was prepared to do her part. She'd set out a tray of tea and biscuits, she'd made a nice, cozy fire. She'd even sent the bigger and more obtrusive animals out back for a while. The whole house was ready for Pinkie's visit.



	Fluttershy sat in a chair facing the door. She considered pouring herself a cup of tea, but decided against it. After all, it was only polite to wait for her guest first.



	She twiddled her hooves awkwardly. Pinkie Pie would arrive soon, and Fluttershy was ready to cheer her up as best she could.








	Rainbow Dash burst through the front door of the library, a very irritated bundle of white and purple pony held in her hooves.



	"There, that's all of us!" she exclaimed as she roughly dropped Rarity to the hardwood floor.



	Rarity yelped as she fell, then glared up at Rainbow. "I dare say I could have walked here myself, thank you very much."



	"No time!" Twilight entered the room from the kitchen, levitating a small platter of triangular sandwiches at her side. "Pinkie could get here at any minute, so I had to send Rainbow to, ah, pick you up."



	Rarity huffed and crossed her forelegs. "Well she could have gone about it with a bit more finesse, if you ask me." She then set to repairing her badly wind-damaged mane,



	Applejack scoffed as she rearranged her own windswept hair back into a ponytail. "Oh please. We've got more important things to worry about right now."



	Before Rarity could defend the importance of her mane, Twilight interjected, "Applejack is right. Listen, Pinkie is already on her way, so I need to explain the plan as quickly as possible. I've come up with the most efficient and effective system for getting to the core of her emotional insecurities. It's quite simple, really, each of us will be assigned a role, designated by role cards I've created. We then each refer to the master plan, where each step will call for certain roles to take the floor. There are eight steps, with three additional emergency steps that may or may not be needed. I think it's best if we all memorize the master plan, but you don't need to memorize your individual roles. I'll hoof those out at the end of the briefing."



	Twilight paused and took a deep breath. Three blank faces stared back at her. She grinned. They were ready for learning.



	"All right, so step one—"



	The front door slammed open and a pink blur zipped inside. "Hey, Twilight, remember how you said I didn't have to knock?" Horsey skidded to a halt. "Whoa, you girls are all here too? What fun! We can totally have a library party."



	Twilight's mouth opened and closed wordlessly. None of her emergency steps were available until at least step four! She had nothing. Desperately, she looked to Rainbow, Rarity, and Applejack. They noted her distress, and it was Applejack who chose to take the lead.



	"Look, sugarcube," Applejack sighed. "We know it's you."



	"…of course you do. I introduced myself earlier. I'm Horsey, Pinkie's cousin, from out of—"



	"Darling," Rarity stepped forward. "Please do drop the act. We only want to help you. We've been humouring you all day, but… well, you never really fooled any of us."



	Applejack nodded, adding, "We don't know what got you feelin' so plum down about yourself that you needed to go and… do this. But, Pinkie, you gotta just talk it out with us, open and honest-like. You can't go concocting these bizarre schemes. Frankly, it's kinda disturbing."



	"Uh," 'Horsey' was sweating. She nervously shuffled from hoof to hoof. "I.. I don't know what you mean." She sounded like she was reading a script. Badly. "Hello, I'm Pinkie's cousin Horsey. I'm from out of town."



	By that time, Twilight had finally regained the ability to speak, so she stepped up to join Rarity and Applejack. "Pinkie, Applejack is right. It's not good for you to seek the approval of your friends in such a strange and convoluted way. If you felt like we were 'annoyed' with you, or anything like that, then you should just talk to us. Not behind a mask, but face-to-face."



	Horsey involuntarily reached a hoof up to her rubber mask, but quickly brought it back to the floor. "Mask? What mask? I d-don't know what you mean. I'm Pinkie's cousin Horsey—"



	"Pinkie!" Rainbow Dash finally shouted. She'd been hovering angrily above the group the whole time, and Pinkie's continued defiance was getting on her nerves. "I can't believe you're still doing this! After I opened myself up to you like that?! I spoke from my heart! I hate doing that! So don't you try and hide behind a mask when I took mine off for you."



	The room was silent for a moment. Everypony stared at Rainbow Dash, but her glaring eyes were locked solely on the pink mare in the doorway. The silence stretched into uncomfortableness as nopony really knew what to say.



	Finally, the pink mare said, "I'm Horsey, from—"



	"Ugh!" A collective groan from four mares drowned out the rest of her sentence.



	"That's it!" Rainbow Dash shouted. "If you won't give us honesty, then take some of mine!" She snapped her wings shut and landed on the ground with a bang, shoving her face mere inches from the weird rubber muzzle. 



	"You wanna know why you didn't fool any of us? Because your disguise sucks! You taped a piece of paper to your butt and wrote 'Horsey' on it. I don't even know what that was supposed to accomplish. Your fake voice is just way too silly, nopony talks like that." She paused to shudder. "And that mask… Pinkie Pie, that mask is the single worst thing I have ever seen in my entire life. I'll be having nightmares for weeks thanks to that thing. I mean, did you even look in a mirror? Even once? Ponies do not look that way. At all. I could carve a better pony out of a banana. You look like something straight out of Tartarus; some sort of freakish… monster… thing…



	Rainbow Dash trailed off weakly as she got a good look at Pinkie. The mare's shoulders were shaking, and though they couldn't really tell much by looking at the rubber face, everypony could hear muffled sniffling.



	"Aw, jeeze, I didn't mean to do that…" Rainbow Dash hung her head and kicked at the floor despondently.



	"B-But, it's all true," another loud sniffle, "isn't it?"



	Rainbow couldn't respond, so Twilight spoke instead. "While Rainbow Dash certainly could have been less blunt about it… she does have a point."



	That only provoked a full-blown sob from beneath the rubber mask.



	"Oh, Pinkie, darling," Rarity nodded in sympathy. "I know you probably worked very hard on your disguise, and believe me when I say I understand how crushing it can be when a design… ah, turns out… that way." She cleared her throat awkwardly. "But you mustn't let it hit you too hard. Some outfits simply don't come out the way you hoped, and sometimes there's no salvaging them. C'est la vie, as it were."



	Applejack added, "Anyhow, look on the bright side, you got the best dang Nightmare Night costume in town come this October!"



	Rather than the chuckle she'd been hoping for, Applejack's comment only caused further breakdown. The pink mare sobbed and hiccoughed as she turned tail and bolted from the library. Her loud crying could be heard fading away into the distance.



	Applejack tsk'd. "That mare always could turn on the waterworks." She rubbed her forelegs together, frowning. "Still don't make me feel any better about it, though. She seemed real crushed at how we talked about her costume. Figure we should chase her down?"



	Twilight stared at the horizon where a pink shape had just vanished, then sighed. "No, she'll need time to cool down. Pinkie Pie takes pride in her work, and obviously thought more highly of her disguise than we expected. Rainbow Dash's harshness certainly didn't help. Still, it shouldn't take her long to see our point. Of course we'll still have to apologize to her. Profusely."



	Twilight glared at Rainbow as she said that last part. Rainbow Dash winced. "I really didn't mean to yell at her like that. Aw, man, I feel like a tool."



	Rarity placed a hoof on Rainbow's shoulder. "In all honesty, darling, I understand where your frustration was coming from."



	Rainbow sighed. "That doesn't really make me feel better."



	"Yes, well…" Rarity looked down. "Me neither."



	Silence filled the air for a minute, until Applejack finally uttered. "I gotta say, though, 'freakish monster thing'? You really hit the nail on the head there, sugarcube."



	Applejack chuckled, and soon the others joined her. It felt wrong, but at the same time it did wonders to diffuse the tension in the air. Guilty giggles echoed throughout the library as each of them tried their best not to add to the chorus.



	"Applejack, you brute!" Rarity managed to choke out through her laughter. "Besides, I thought 'straight out of Tartarus' was much more apt."



	Then the dam broke. Four friends collapsed in fits of laughter. Rainbow Dash smacked at the floor with a hoof, and Rarity was wiping tears of mirth from her eyes before they could smear her make-up.



	"Y-You know," Twilight finally managed to gasp out as the laughter subsided. "It is sorta funny when you think about it. And if anypony can see the joke in things, it's Pinkie Pie. Why, I bet by now she's realized how silly she looked, and she's having herself a good laugh about it."



	Applejack looked up. "You think it's time we go find her?"



	Twilight nodded. "Yes. Let's go."



	"Go where?" A bright big ball of pink suddenly appeared in their midst. "Who are we finding? Oh, oh, oh, are we playing hide and seek? Who's doing the hiding and who's doing the seeking? Dibs on hiding!"



	"Pinkie Pie!" four voices shouted in unison.



	"Me!" Pinkie Pie responded with a beaming grin. She blinked. "Wait, why are we shouting?"



	Rarity went on, "Pinkie Pie, we all just wanted to apologize for the way we spoke to you earlier. We, especially Rainbow Dash, shouldn't have been so rude about it. We came in here trying to help you, and we only ended up making things worse. Can you ever forgive us?"



	All four of them silently awaited Pinkie's judgement. Rainbow Dash's wings drooped, Twilight stared at the floor, and Applejack held her hat close to her chest. 



	What happened next was unexpected. For the first time that any of them could remember, Pinkie Pie looked truly and genuinely confused.



	"Rarity, you're making absolutely no sense." She gasped dramatically. "Hey, don't do that! That's my thing!"



	Rainbow Dash groaned. "Really, Pinkie? The cat's outta the bag, the mask is off. We're past that. Can we please just talk about the stuff you were asking all of us today?"



	Pinkie Pie tilted her head to one side. "I have no idea what you're talking about! I've been at the train station all day!"



	"…what?" four mares said as one.



	"Yeah, funny story actually. My cousin Horsey is coming to visit —you don't know her, she's from out of town— and I wanted to greet her right when she stepped off the train. So I went to the train station first thing in the afternoon, and I waited and I waited and I waited. I waited for hours, but when I finally went and asked the front desk, they told me she'd already arrived on the morning train! I felt so silly!" Pinkie spun a hoof around her head. "So then I rushed back into town to see if I could find her, and now here I am!"



	"…what?"



	"Mmhmm!" Pinkie nodded enthusiastically. "Oh, I just can't wait for you girls to meet her. She can be a bit shy at first, so try not to put any pressure on her, but she's a lot of fun once you get to know her."



	The rest of the girls were paralyzed in silence, but Twilight managed to croak out. "Wh- what does she… look like?"



	"Well, that's part of the reason she's so shy, actually…" Pinkie Pie tapped her forehooves together and smiled sheepishly. "See, she had a little bit of an accident with a leaf-blower a few years ago. She's totally recovered now and everything, but… well, long story short, she's got a prosthetic head."



	There was a strangled coughing sound, but nopony could say for sure who'd made it



	Pinkie Pie went on, "It's kinda noticeable, but she can be a little self-conscious about it, so it'd be super-duper swell if you guys could just not mention the whole… head thing." Pinkie Pie failed to note the shell-shocked looks everypony else in the room was giving her. "Oh, and her cutie mark is kinda embarrassing —earned it one year at band camp, that's all I'm sayin'— so if she covers it up just roll with it."



	Rarity fainted.



	Pinkie Pie looked around at the utterly blank expressions of the other three, then waggled her eyebrows. "Rarity must know about band camp."
      

      
   
      Rebel Angel


      

      
      
          	“Everypony has fears. Everypony must face them in their own way. But they must be faced, or the nightmares will continue.”

 —Princess Luna 












“Do you remember what you said to me when first met, Morning Star?” Jinn asked, leaning up against his figure and pressing her snout under his chin. “You said it wasn’t proper, and then two Evenings later, here we are again.”



The two of them sat at the back of a large crowd. The inch-deep water of the cael rippled around them at the slightest movements. Masked by the shadows of a scaffold, the glint of their slit eyes was the only evidence they were there at all. The circular, earthen walls of the Tsairse stretched out and around to encompass them and the community as a whole, bottling them up and reaching towards the cusp that seemed so impossibly far away. But still, the Evening Moon crept over the hole above and shone down majestic light on them all, giving a brilliant silvery aura to the walls and the drapes and the tops of everyone’s heads.



The Tsair could be seen on his small platform in the middle of the gathered crowd, his voice hearty and strong as he addressed them all. Some Tsairzions watched quietly, while others were in idle conversation, simply enjoying one another’s company. The clinking of clay mugs and the occasional laughter could be heard over the chatter. Small fires plotted around gave the cael the same warm vividity of day but with the cool safety of night, and they also gave fresh color to the Tsair’s graying fur, and his fangs glistened with every word he spoke. 



But they all went practically unnoticed to the two sitting the furthest away.



“How could I forget?” Morning Star said, and he nuzzled her in return. “The Evening communion was about to begin. I thought it unfortunate and downright wrong for there to be no room at the front for a mare like you, and that you would be stuck for the next couple hours by my side.”



“I think we both knew there was plenty of room to sit elsewhere,” she teased. “But do you know why I chose to risk my reputation and my very name to come back here? To be with you?”



The Tsair continued on with his obligatory spiel, highlighting community triumphs and tragedies for the past semiannual, while making promises and predictions about the next, boosting morale regardless of who was paying attention. He made sure to look over every one of the Tsairzions, from every stallion and mare, elder and infant alike. Then, finally, he passed his eyes to the scaffold in the distance, and his features briefly turned downward before moving on.



Morning Star caught a glimpse the gesture before turning back towards the love in his embrace. “Because you really like making your father angry?” he said and hummed.



She giggled. “Not even the Tsair could get in the way of what makes the Tsairse so special. Friendship, community...”



“Tradition...” he said, and for a shared instance they held their breaths. After the pause, he added, “I don’t think I’ve ever thanked you, actually.”



She smiled knowingly. “For choosing you?”



“For giving me a chance,” he said, and he kissed her on the tip of her nose. “I’ve always been an outcast, and in many ways I still am. But ever since you bothered to talk to me, ever since you found the moxy to withstand my presence, everyone else has come to not block me from all life. I honestly thought you were possessed when you wanted to sit by me all those Evenings ago.”



“It was the Evening Moon,” she said, her smile softening. She glanced up towards the cusp, where the same Evening Moon continued to crawl over them. It wouldn’t be long now before its image filled the space completely.



She sighed happily and rested herself against Morning Star’s chest. She said, “It’s no secret it gives life to all the Tsairse, or that it’s a symbol of hope and longevity. But we mustn't forget that that will only continue if we, like the stars beyond, live in harmony. So long as we all love each other, and don’t hate, I just know our future will be forever bright.”



There was another pause. The noise of the crowd was starting to dwindle and Tsair’s words started to register to them all.



He gave her a curious look. “So, you walked up to me not for my sake, but for your own?”



Jinn giggled again and kissed him on the chin. “Perhaps at first, but things quickly evolved from there, didn’t they? I wouldn’t change any of it, not even for a touch of the Evening Moon Herself. You’re one of a kind, Morning Star. I love you.”



He wrapped his leathery wings around her in an embrace and nestled his head against hers. “I know,” he said, “and I love you.”



With those words, everything finally settled down. The rest of the crowd silenced themselves and all attention was now centered straight on the Tsair right as his speech ended. Then, he murmured something unintelligible and lifted his hooves towards the cusp. The Evening Moon finally filled the entire cusp, lighting the whole Tsairse to its fullest. At last, the Evening communion could start. And so the Tsair began his sermon to all, and as was tradition, he led all the Tsairzions in prayer.












“What do you wish for?” Morning Star asked.



Jinn smiled, as if she were a breath away from answering, when it caught in her throat and she slowed to a stop. Her face twisted into curious thought as Morning Star stood right beside her, right outside of a massive hollow. Drapes centimeters thick hung over the entrance, certain on suppressing the harmful rays of noon. But it was night, so the Tsairse was alive and there were no rays to be had, so all the drapes did was muffle the chatter and laughter. Nonetheless, he voices of the Tsairzions inside the hollow leaked through, blurred together, and drifted over their heads. One Tsairzion walked out of the hollow with a clay mug in his hoof, blushing drunk, and he meandered on by the two and off into the cael.



Morning Star watched him go, seeing the ambient light of the stars above shimmer in the ripples. The gentle sloshing of the drunkard’s hooves became indistinguishable from all the other Tsairzions milling about their nightly lives.



Suddenly, Jinn grabbed his hoof and pulled him off into the cael. He jumped forward to avoid tripping, withholding the urge to catch himself with his wings.



“Where are we going?” he asked. He almost couldn’t hear himself over the loud splashing they were making as they hurried across the cael.



If Jinn responded, he didn’t hear. Her alabaster tail tickled his legs as she led him to one of the many trees scattered around the cael. The trunk sat a good meter above the shallow water, where its gnarly roots tangled with each other and dug into the ground, like the whole body was sitting above a porous hill. Moss clung to the exposed roots and small bushes pocketed the immediate area outside. He glanced up briefly at the branches to see if it was bearing any fruit tonight, but there was none he could see, or at least if it had it was all picked already.



Jinn ran straight up to the great tree and after taking a pause to look around, she practically dove into a bush directly adjacent to the tree. Morning Star was yanked down and again barely caught himself, and he was quickly dragged into the bush after her.



He reappeared on the other side on a patch of dry dirt. He found he had to crouch or else he’d bang his head on the underside of the roots, and that’s when he realized he was under the tree. The roots created a veritable cocoon that only let in the faintest amounts of light. Jinn was on her stomach, peering through an opening until she was satisfied nobody saw them run in here under this tree.



“Where are we?” Morning Star asked.



Jinn quickly hushed him, then said in a whisper, “Somewhere secret,” she said, turning back around to face him. “I found this place when I was filly, and whenever I wanted to get away from it all, I ended up in here.”



“Is this where you run off to?” he asked, glancing around the cramped place. The dirt suckled the water from his hooves.



“Sometimes,” she replied with a smile. “But it’s a secret. You can’t tell anyone about this place, okay?”



“Of course,” he said with a nod. “But uh, why’d you take me here?”



“Because I want to tell you what I wish for,” she said. She lifted a hoof as if to touch him but hesitated. “Even though we are together, there’s still some things that just aren’t proper, things that definitely wouldn’t okay for the Tsairse to know, let alone my father. But tradition is something Tsairs keep very close to heart, and it’s no secret he’s already allowing too much with us. Were he to know what I really feel...”



“I understand.”



She chuckled. “I know you do, but there’s more I want to say, more I want to do. But...” She sat up and cupped her hooves over her chest, her head just barely brushing against the ceiling. “We all have hopes and dreams, don’t we? Every Tsairzion. We live, laugh, and love. I’m sure we all dream big, beyond the limits of our imaginations, even. But there are things that just, realistically speaking, could never be achieved.”



Morning Star inched towards her and delicately wrapped a wing around her, like some delicate flower. Jinn’s smile return as sincere as ever, and she glanced down at the dirt and said, “I’m sure I’m not the first to think this, but ever since I first saw the Evening Moon as a young filly, I’ve always wanted to touch it. To reach out to our Goddess and feel Her tender caress. It’d be enlightening, you know?”



Morning Star smiled bittersweetly. “We feel Her grace every night—everyone. Even if the Evening Moon only comes every semiannual, you know She’s there every night. And in the end, when we move on, everyone gets to meet Her.”



Jinn snorted, stifling a laugh. “Well, yes, I know that. But that’s so...” She rolled her hooves. “...so plain, so inevitable. When we die, there is no sense of wonder. Everything becomes known and eternal. But what I want is to experience that mortal wonder, that mystification. I want to touch the Evening Moon while I’m still alive, still breathing, still able to be confused.”



“It’d be one heck of a journey,” he said in agreement. “A legendary feat. Though, I must admit, I don’t think that little wish is worth so much secrecy. I know I’ve dreamt the same before.”



“That’s just it. I want to touch the Evening Moon” she mumbled, turning her eyes further away. A second passed before she clarified: “But I’d have to leave and go beyond the cusp. And for that, my wish, is for you to take me there.”



Morning Star jolted upright and banged his head into the ceiling. His wings snapped shut, causing Jinn to flinch.



He stammered. “I-I don—can’t, I can’t do that!”



She shushed him. “I know that,” she hissed, “and I’d never make you.” 



“I might be able to fly you around the Tsairse,” me muttered. “But even then, we’d be—”



“I know, I know,” she said, drawing her legs in. “You’re not allowed to fly.”



“Sometimes I do,” he was quick to say, but immediately felt a pang of regret in saying so. Yet he continued in a whisper and said, “In my hollow. Sometimes in the noon when everyone else is asleep, I just like to hover or bound between walls. There’s not much room, but there’s more than enough to get off the ground and move a bit.”



“Not like that, though.” She sighed. “I know you’ve thought about flying through the Tsairse. Goodness, I bet you’d be able to make it to the cusp.”



“But I can’t.”



“I know that,” she said. “Tradition. Panic. Omens. Whatever reason my father comes up with to keep your grounded. I wouldn’t put it past him to want to clip your wings, and I’m sure he regrets not having done so at birth. I mean, the rest of us don’t have them. No Tsairzion has ever.”



“My mother fought hard to prevent that from happening, bless her soul.” Morning Star glanced out through one of the slits in the tree roots, looking past the leafs of a bush, and into the rest of the cael. The shallow water was had lost its ambient, lightless black. And it was noticeably becoming quieter too.



“You’re one of a kind,” Jinn said, and she snuffled, slowly turning back towards him. “It feel bad for you, really. I think now, more than anything, all I wish is for you to fly.”



“And I wish we could stay here longer,” he said, gripping her by the hoof and pulling her into an embrace. She squeaked with surprise as Morning Star wrapped his wings around her and hugged her tightly. “This cycle’s ending and noon is coming,” he whispered, nuzzling her cheek. “I love you, Jinn. You’re so kind and selfless, but we need to get back to our hollows before the rays come.”



“There’s still a bit of time,” she whispered back. “I told you my wish. What’s yours?”



He smiled in return. “Mine’s already come true.”












“I figured I should warn you,” Jinn said, resting her hooves over the wooden railing and gazing up at the stars. “My father got into a heated discussion with some of the harder traditionalists, about us. They don’t like that we’re seeing each other.”



“That’s not exactly news,” Morning Star mused, glancing down towards the cael far below. They stood right outside the entrance to his hollow, on the relatively thin scaffold that wound around the inside of Tsairse like a screw. The incline was gentle and hardly noticeable because of the sheer width of the Tsairse’s diameter. Along the path, drapes hung over the entrances of every hollow, some larger than others, some closer to one neighbor than the one before.



Morning Star’s hollow was near the topmost portion of the scaffold, and being so far from the cael, it hardly ever got adequate repairs. The wood panels of the floor were dry and often creaked, the trusses that held it up were thin, and he always had the sense the railing would pull right out with much force at all. It made him anxious to see Jinn leaning on it so carelessly.



He placed a hoof on her shoulder to pull her back. “Jinn...”



She grabbed his hoof with hers and sighed. Slowly, she turned her eyes towards him. “I don’t think anything’s going to happen, but I... I think it might be best if we stay away from each,” she said, “for just a little bit. Until they cool themselves down.”



He frowned and tightened his grip on her hoof, and so did she. “Maybe we could talk to—”



“There’s nothing to talk about,” she said. “Their skulls are too thick for their ears, Morning Star! You know this. They’ll never listen, and the only thing that’d change would be tighter restrictions. We aren’t even allowed in each other’s hollows, for goodness’ sake! I don’t want to barred from you, I don’t want to never see you again!”



“It’s okay,” he said, and pulled her near.



“It’s not,” she grumbled, nevertheless she welcomed his embrace. “They fear you because you’re different and, quite frankly, have something no one else does. You have wings, and in all reality, I think what they fear the most is that you leave the Tsairse at any moment. Excuse yourself from this... this pit. I don’t think I’d blame you if you did.”



“As if I’d want to,” he said, failing to hide a smile. “I love you, Jinn, and I’d never leave you or the Tsairse behind. I’m as loyal to our Goddess as any other Tsairzion, and not even the Evening Moon Herself could drive me away from life and home. And honestly, I’ve always thought the cusp to be too far away, anyways.”



She snorted. “You’re too humble for your own good, you know that?”



“And you like to worry over nothing,” he said. “Watch, I bet you’re exaggerating this whole thing more than it has any right to be.”



“I’d bet my father’s watching us now,” she whispered.



They paused, toying with the thought between themselves without ever saying a word. As one, they turned their heads and looked over the side of the scaffold.



Down below, the cael water shimmered with faint reflections, rippling around as Tsairzions walked to and fro. Others walked along the scaffold, going between hollows or simply standing at the edge—much like they were—and making idle conversation with each other. But one particular section stood out, where a small group of figures stood huddled together, gazing back up at them. The Tsair’s bright silver mane stood out from all the others, and after another second, they quickly huddled back together and walked into the nearest hollow. And for just a moment, the ambient noise was noticeably louder.



Jinn sighed again and turned away. “I know my father will try to keep them at ease, but he’s the Tsair. I know it won’t take much to sway him.” A pause. “I’m sorry, Morning Star, but I can’t risk it. We’ll be better off if we stay away from each other, if only for a little while.”



He said nothing and sat down, looking distantly out across the Tsairse.



Jinn looked up and clicked her tongue. The stars were beginning to fade and the sky was losing its darkness. “It’s almost a new cycle. Noon’s coming,” she said. “I should get going to bed, and so should you.”



“I know,” Morning Star mumbled. His lips twitched and then he said, “I love you, Jinn.”



She giggled. “I know,” she said, and leaned for a brief kiss before departing.



Morning Star watched her go until she was out of sight. He continued to sit where he was until the walls became bright and a soft burning sensation fell on his head, and only then did he stand up and walk back into his hollow.












“Morning Star!”



Morning Star jumped awake in his cot, startled, and barely had the time to register Jinn as she leapt into his hollow and threw herself on top of him. His eyes were wide and she embraced him tightly, burrowing her snout into his blankets over his shoulder. He tried to push her off but his legs were stuck beneath her.



“Wh-what are you doing here?!” he yelled, awkwardly trying to squirm away, but her grip was set like iron. His wings found purchase, however, and he was able to pull himself into a sitting position with her hanging by his neck. Then the horrific scent of singed hair reached him, and he blanched. “Jinn!”



Not a second later, the drape that protected his hollow from the harsh rays of noon flew open and a cloaked figure burst into the hollow. Jinn squeaked as the violent light flashed over them, doing her best to cover him. Another figure tried to enter but the first quickly pushed him back outside and hissed some words. He drew the drape close and removed his hood, revealing a short, silver mane.



“Jinn,” the stallion began, but was immediately cut off. 



She turned her head and barked, “No, father! I will not let you separate us!”



The Tsair stamped a hoof in the earthen floor. “Jinn, this is not up for debate!” he growled. “The Tsairse has spoken and—”



“No!” she cried again. “No they haven’t! The voices of a few narrow minds does not outweigh hundreds of Tsairzions’!”



“If you want to hold a vote, fine,” the Tsair grumbled. “But I can guarantee you everyone will see the same.”



“Because they’re afraid of being called outcasts for wishing different than what our people have adhered too for centuries!” She sniffled. “We all have different colored coats and eyes and the same teeth and pray to the same Goddess. Why can’t you just let us be?”



“Our tradition has not changed for hundreds of semiannuals, ever since the Evening Moon birthed us into Her earth. I will not let us risk our values because of some minor altercation.” He frowned. “I’ve allowed this to go on for too long already, and I see the error in doing so. You’ve become corrupted by this anomaly,” he added, waggling a hoof their way.



“Love is not corruption,” she said. Morning Star’s wings drooped, and he tried to fight her shaking and calm her, but it was of little use. Droplets formed in the corner of her eyes as she said, “Neither is our friendship or community.”



“Because our tradition is what holds it all together,” the Tsair said with a nod.



“Jinn,” Morning Star said, tugging at her ear. “It’s okay. I’m sure we can work something out.”



The Tsair said nothing to that, only held up his chin and steeled his gaze.



Jinn sniffled again, and with a little encouragement, released herself from Morning Star and rolled off the cot into her hooves. Morning Star stood up, draping a wing over her back to assist, but she gently pushed him away, hanging her head.



For just a moment, the Tsair scowled a little deeper. “Come,” he said, and he brought the hood back over his head. He reached under his cloak and retrieved another, and said, “There’s much for us to discuss.”



Jinn almost staggered forward, trepidatiously so, but Morning Star kept her going. “Everything will be okay,” he said, reaching for his own cloak hanging on the near wall.



“You’re staying here, Morning Star,” the Tsair said.



He blinked. “What?”



The Tsair flicked the extra cloak and tossed it over Jinn, pulling her his way. “This is between me and my daughter,” he said. “It’s none of your concern. I’ll be back to talk with you later.”



“What?” he asked again, dumbfounded. “How is this none of my concern?!”



“What’s between me and my daughter has nothing to do with you.”



“Father...” Jinn murmured.



Morning Star frowned. “What you mean, this has nothing to do with me?!” he exclaimed. “This has everything to do with me!”



“You will stay in your hollow until I say otherwise!” he barked. “You’d be best to go back to bed.”



“No!” Morning Star said, running up to him. “Sir Tsair, with all due respect—”



His next word fell deaf as his voice was torn from his tongue with a heavy smack, and he stumbled backwards and almost lost his footing.



Jinn gasped and reached up to pull down the Tsair’s raised hoof. “Father!” she yelled. “How dare you—”



“Quiet,” he hissed at her, grabbing her hoof so hard she squealed. He glared back at Morning Star, showing his fangs, and he said, “You will stay here until I say otherwise. Is that not clear?”



Morning Star rubbed at his jaw. The dizziness in his head quickly subsided and he turned up to glare at the stallion, rising up onto his hooves. His wings slowly expanded to full length. “Sir Tsair, let me speak.”



The Tsair said nothing and turned to leave, dragging Jinn behind. He grabbed the drape and was about to walk straight through it.



She squeaked. “Morning Star!”



His wings clapped and he bolted after them. “Sir Tsair, please—!”



A hoof. Thick cloth. Darkness marred by a stinging, pressing red. The world collapsed on top him. 



He tripped. Wood breaking with a loud snap. A cry. Open air.



And he fell.



It was all over so quickly he could barely register what had actually happened. All he knew was that he was falling, and his first thought was that it should not have been taking this long. His second thought was a click that brought forth a surge of adrenaline.



His wings fought to expand but he found them ensnared. The heavy drape that had hung over his hollow now entangled him, and he battled with it as he tumbled through the air. A burning sensation bore into him wherever it could as he tore at the drape with his hooves, and an unprecedented light did its best to blind him. But he shoved the pains aside and found a gap in the drape, and threw it off his head breathlessly.



One of the cael’s trees rushed at him. He tried to yell again but his lungs were spent, and he slammed his eyes shut and threw his hooves over his face. There was a resounding series of snaps as he plummeted into the branches, breaking and tumbling his way through them all, until he hit a particularly fat one. He slammed into it, bounced off, and fell the rest of the way into the cael.



He ended up cocooned inside the thick drape, which now protected him from the unrelenting rays of the noon. Dirty water seeped into it and soaked his chest. He moaned, rocking his head gently back and forth until he accidentally submerged his face into the shallow water and gagged. The jolt caused him to slam his face into the muddy bottom before he rose and gasped for breath.



So much adrenaline was surging through him he couldn’t tell if anything was broken. But he didn’t care about that, nor about the cuts and bruises he undoubtedly had. He reached up and pulled the drape off of him, and again faced the wrath of the noon rays. And again, he pushed himself to bear them and rose unsteadily onto his hooves.



He hunched over and greedily inhaled the air. The cael water rippled all around him but gradually came to settle, and he was met with a curious look: his face, but covered in mud. But he ignored himself and peered deeper into the reflection, and saw the cusp above burning angrily at him. He squinted, and saw the broken railing off the topmost section of the scaffold.



His wings twitched.



Thinking quickly, he grabbed the water-soaked drape and threw it over himself. Its coolness suppressed the stinging rays, and when he looked up, his newfound mask also did its best to protect him. But his wings needed room to move. A weight formed in his throat and he swallowed it, and after a few experimental flaps, he lifted himself into the air. Slowly, he rose, keeping himself tall and slender and holding the drape over his head.



Jinn, the Tsair, and a few other cloaked figures were already a third of the way down the scaffold. They immediately spotted him. The figures started shouting, shouting things the Goddess, the stars, about how what they saw before him was clear evidence of whatever claims they had, and about their own safety and tradition.



It all fell deaf to Morning Star. Thoughtlessly, he launched himself at the group, to the gentle figure trying to push herself to him, and the figures responded by brandishing wooden poles and lashing out.



He dodged their swipes and flew beneath the scaffold. Another thought and he threw himself at one of the trusses holding the scaffold upright. Again, and the whole section swayed. The voices shouted again as he slammed into the truss a third time, and the whole thing buckled and snapped. The path above collapsed like a trap door, spilling the figures onto the level below.



Bodies screamed and tumbled and hissed with burning. Morning Star deftly swooped down and plucked a slender figure from the air before she could hit the scaffold, and spared no time darting to the opposite end of the Tsairse.



He lowered them both onto the scaffold, gripping onto Jinn and a tight embrace. Before she could even get a word in he pressed his lips into hers until his breath left him.



“Jinn,” he rasped. “I’m—”



“Save it,” she rasped, wiping the already caked mud from his face with a warm smile. Her next thought was interrupted by the scaffold shaking with a surgency of hooves. She repositioned her cloak and said, “They’re coming and there’ll be no saving us. We have to move.”



“Where do we go?” Morning Star asked, helping her stand. “The only safe place for us I can think of is—”



“Up.”



They stared at each other. The hoofsteps grew more profound and the shouting was returning.



Jinn smirked. “Think you can get my wish after all?”



“I don’t know how far away the cusp is,” he said, and he gulped. “But we don’t have a choice, do we?”



She kissed him before Morning Star leapt into the air, awkwardly holding the drape above his head. Jinn precariously crawled over the railing, and with some words of encouragement, jumped, and he caught her.



There was a furious shout from the group of figures but they were already away. Morning Star beat his aching, burning wings furiously and flew upwards, all four of his legs wrapped around Jinn and hers around his, holding onto each other for dear life. Jinn tried her best to help ease support the drape, but as they steadily rose within the untouched walls of the Tsairse, it became clear to her it was too much.



Morning Star blinked when the weight fell off of him, and then again he tensed with intense pain. His fur hissed and stringed him, but it was fleeting as Jinn quickly tossed her cloak over both their heads.



“I can’t see the cusp,” he rasped, staring up at the fabric blocking his view.



“Doesn’t matter,” Jinn said, and she kissed him again. “Just keep going. You can do it.”



Minutes passed by excruciatingly slow. They eventually came to rise alongside the walls of the Tsairse, with Jinn’s back against it as she occasionally pushed back with a leg, just to make sure it was still there. Morning Star’s wings beat ceaselessly, but by the smell he knew they were dying. He didn’t think how long they’d hold them aloft. He just kept pushing himself until he couldn’t anymore, when the pain became too much and the ligaments under his skin burned apart.



He cried and Jinn screamed, and they both tumbled over. Something soft pushed into his side and then he blacked out.












He slowly came to beneath the trunk of a grand tree, with branches that expanded overhead impossibly so and were so thick, he couldn’t see any of the sky. Blearily, his vision returned, and he saw no walls confining him. There was no cot under his back, but instead cool and refreshing grass. He found he was so fatigued he couldn’t move and gazed out, where an expansive, rolling field of grass raced out in all directions.



He glanced up and saw the Evening Moon, and a sea of stars that took his breath away. The Evening Moon shined at him with immense comfort, whispering winds into his ears that he was safe.



Morning Star slowly tilted his head and found Jinn at his side, exhausted and fast asleep. The only thing he could think to do was blow her a kiss, before exhaustion overcame him and he joined his love in sleep.


      

      
   
      A Taxing Situation


      

      
      
         Carry the two, plus seven, plus five, plus eight, carry the two, plus two…



Derpy stared at the total box. Four hundred eighteen bits. Four hundred. A four with two zeroes after it, except that they were actually an eighteen.



Nothing had changed this year! How did she owe four hundred eighteen bits in taxes? She always got a small amount back, around thirty-five bits. No new dependents, no big change in salary, no investments, no nothing! Maybe the government had altered the tax laws. That had to be it.



Four hundred eighteen bits. A few beads of sweat ran down her forehead. She had it, but it would take an uncomfortably large—make that uncomfortably large—chunk out of her savings. Maybe no vacation this year, cut back on birthday presents. For her, not for Dinky. She wouldn’t dare penalize Dinky for her mistake, if in fact she’d made one.



Derpy checked her math again, but no avoiding it. Four hundred eighteen bits. She scrawled the numerals in the total box and signed the form. But… Next to the box, an asterisk. She’d never really paid attention before. No corresponding footnote.



Through each page, front and back she looked, until she reached the bottom of the last page. An endnote, then, with a tiny asterisk and fine print nopony over the age of twenty could possibly read. Derpy opened the kitchen drawer of odds and ends and found her magnifying glass. And word by word, the message only deepened the wrinkles on her forehead.



“In lieu of cash payment, citizens may apply to make a contribution to Equestrian society of equal or greater value. Those interested should make a petition in person to Princess Celestia for approval of a plan and grant of an extension period to implement it.”



Derpy had never even heard of such a thing before. She couldn’t imagine anypony had taken advantage of it before, or it probably would have made the news. It quite piqued her interest, she had to admit. What could she do that would qualify? What around here could use improvement? Wait, it said Equestrian society—would a local improvement be enough?



She stared out the window. If she could find a way to save that money… A few snowflakes of a late-season flurry swirled outside and melted the instant they touched the glass.



Her eyes shot wide open. Yes, first thing in the morning. She could dash off to Canterlot, and with any luck, get back in time for her shift. After seeing Dinky off to school, of course.








Derpy sat at the foot of the slope leading up to Celestia’s throne, the princess gazing back down at her with an amused smile. “So, that’s it. I want to write a play.”



“Do you realize all that would entail, my little pony?” Celestia replied. “I cannot authorize something that will be abandoned when it turns out to involve more work than you had expected. You might just save yourself the trouble now. Take the law as stated: a contribution to Equestrian society of equal or greater value. One of my better ideas, I think.”



“My daughter, Dinky, has performed in several school plays, and I always help out with them. I think I’m prepared for what it takes.”



Celestia chuckled while Derpy scuffed a hoof at the carpet. “This is not meant as an opportunity for you to avoid your tax debt, but an opportunity for Equestria to obtain something it would want anyway, without the cost of bureaucracy to originate it.”



“H-has anypony ever taken advantage of it?”



“No,” Celestia answered, shaking her head. “Only two have even made such a petition, and I denied both.”



“I think Your Highness can see the need,” Derpy said. She swallowed against the sudden dryness in her throat. “And as to my commitment, well, I love history. Anypony who knows me well will tell Your Highness that. Which I guess is only two or three ponies,” she added, dropping her gaze to the floor.



“Equestrian society. Not your personal enjoyment. To have you write something, brilliant though it may be, only to have it end up stuffed into a drawer somewhere when you’ve finished—I think you can see the problem.” Leaning forward, Celestia stared pointedly at her; Derpy could feel it, like a specimen under a microscope. “I’m afraid I must insist that you not only write the play, but produce it as well. What benefit do we get from a play that nopony sees, after all?”



Not just writing, but… putting it on? And on a budget, too. That sounded like an interesting challenge. A grin crept across her face. “Yes, Your Highness.”



“Plan approved. You have one year from this date, though given your subject matter, I believe you will endeavor to take somewhat less time than that.” The princess grinned and settled back into the throne’s cushion.



“Thank you, Your Highness.” Derpy glanced at the clock. Thirty-six minutes until her shift—plenty of time to get back.








Yet again, Derpy sat in Ponyville’s library, poring over a book, the same way she’d spent all her lunch breaks for the past four months. Her mind had immediately snapped to a historical play, and she’d never deviated from that tack. The first couple of months were devoted to reference books, and the last month to the historical figures themselves.



“Here you go, Derpy,” Twilight Sparkle said as she added two more books to the stack. “Biographies of the last two characters. That should do you.”



“Thanks so much! You’ve saved me an awful lot of time.”



“I’m curious”—Twilight took the seat next to her—“what prompted all this. I’ve never seen somepony devour history like this, though I certainly agree it’s a subject worthy of study.”



“I adore history!” Derpy spouted. “I would have become a history teacher, except my cousin got me a job with the Postal Service years ago, and, well, I like that a lot, too!”



Twilight stifled a laugh with her hoof. “Civil service—I can obviously appreciate that, too. But why the sudden interest?”



“Oh, I’m writing a play!” She graced Twilight with a toothy grin.



Twilight cocked her head. “A… play?”



“Yes, it seems all the historical ones are so dull and stuffy,” Derpy said as she scrunched up her face. “More about the facts and figures than the ponies, the dates than the feelings. I want to fix that. Plus it’ll settle my tax bill.”



“Tax bill…?”



“Yeah. Read the form sometime. I mean, it’s a library. You’ve got to have a stack of them around, right?” Twilight nodded and jutted her chin toward a counter on the far wall. “So, down at the bottom—” She rolled her eyes up at the clock. “Oh! Gotta get back to work! Can you hold these for me?” she asked, patting the pile of books. She didn’t even wait for an answer. Lunch breaks only, of course, when Dinky was in school.








Derpy flipped through the final hoofwritten product. Drafts, revisions, crumpled pages, second-guessing… And all after Dinky had gone to bed, of course.



Night after night, through the summer heat, weighing down the corners of the page with rocks so the fan wouldn’t keep flipping the page up and in her way. And now, with a cool nip sneaking into the early autumn air, she had a script. She hoped.



First order of business, then: make sure the writing is up to par. Twilight had helped critique a few individual scenes and was responsible for more than a few of those crumpled pages. But Derpy certainly appreciated somepony honest enough to tell her when something didn’t work instead of smiling and washing her hooves of it. If it wasn’t good enough, it’d never satisfy the princess, so no use getting anything short of frank criticism.



And so she strode into the library and plopped the completed script onto Twilight’s writing desk.



Twilight grinned up at her and clapped her hooves together. “Ooh, all done? I can’t wait to see what you came up with! But first…”



She got up and went to the kitchen, then returned with a platter of coffee and muffins. Just like the ones that had started appearing beside Derpy about the third week of her research phase. Derpy shook her head and smiled. Only a few friends knew of her interest in history, she’d told Celestia. It seemed she could count another among them now.



A tasty muffin as usual, but she couldn’t quite enjoy it as Twilight read, tracing her hoof line by line down the pages. She’d pause, go back over passages, close her eyes to think occasionally, and Derpy’s nerves jittered the entire time until Twilight snapped the cover shut and nodded.



“Very good. I like how historically accurate you’ve made it; the ones out there now are dull and take quite a few liberties with the facts, but you’ve made this exciting and informative.” Derpy sank into her chair and chewed a fresh bite of muffin. So, so good! “I can mark it up for flow and do a bit of editing, but I think it’s pretty much fine right now. Is that it then? I don’t suppose I’ll ever see it.”



“Oh yes! Princess Celestia insisted!”



“Really…” Twilight raised an eyebrow and rubbed her chin. “I’ll have to ask her about it. This whole thing has me intrigued. Anyway, let me know when I can get tickets. I’d love to attend!”








Script: check. Today’s task: scenery.



Derpy fluttered off to Sweet Apple Acres at top speed. A lot closer than Canterlot, but she had much more to discuss on this trip. She guessed she’d heard from Applejack before that they took breaks from farm work whenever a good stopping place popped up. So no telling whether she’d be interrupting somepony’s tilling or harvesting or whatever, but no helping that.



Thankfully, she found Big Macintosh leaning against the shady side of the barn with a glass of apple juice. His gaze followed her as she swooped in from over the forest.



“Hiya, Derpy! Early for the mail, ain’t it? And you don’t even have… a mailbag…” One eyebrow wandered up toward his forelock.



“I know, I’m on lunch break, and I don’t have long, so please just listen!” she gushed. His other eyebrow joined its elevated partner. “Can I get you to build some play scenery for me? I can’t afford much, but I sketched out a few designs.”



She pulled out a notepad from her saddlebag and flipped through a few colored diagrams, complete with dimensions and even a few materials marked. He took it from her and examined each as she looked on. Finally, he nodded. “Eeyup. Lumber, paint, nails, wire… not much else. I’ve got some scrap lyin’ around, but whatever I gotta buy…”



Derpy nodded. This was her problem. No fair expecting him to bear any of the expense.



“I’ll only charge you cost on supplies, though. Labor’s free. I bet I can even get Apple Bloom to pitch in.”



Gasping, Derpy locked her forelegs around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you! Do you know how much?”



When he’d recovered from the assault, he chuckled at her and paged through the drawings again. “Can’t say for sure till it’s done, but I’d say ’round hundred ten, hundred twenty bits.”



Okay. A good piece of the budget, but one she’d have to expect. Maybe everything else wouldn’t cost as much. Derpy took a deep breath. She could see it taking shape, coming together. It was really going to happen!



“Sorry, lunch break’s almost over. Two months enough time?”



“Eeyup. Plenty,” he called, catching the notepad she dropped as she soared off.








Today, Derpy would cross costumes off the list. And who better to make them than Rarity?



Not that she knew Rarity by anything more than reputation, but she still made the obvious choice. Derpy knocked on the door and waited outside, despite the “Open” sign in the window, then finally poked her head in.



“Come in, come in, dear!” Rarity said, looking up from her sewing. “What can I help you with?”



“Well… I need some period costumes made,” Derpy replied. “Maybe a lot of them. Seven main ones at least, and then a bunch of extras, though maybe I can get away with patching something together for those. Here—” Derpy pulled out a few of the biographies Twilight had lent her.



For a moment, Rarity studied the portraits, then nodded. “Yes, I can certainly make that happen. What sort of budget did you have in mind?”



“Uh… um… As little as possible, I guess. I can’t afford much.” Derpy sank to her haunches and forced a smile.



“Hm. What are these for? That might make a difference.” And once again, Derpy went through the story of her play. Quickly, though. She had less than half her lunch break left.



“For one,” Rarity said with a prim nod, “I absolutely refuse to skimp on quality. But they’ll only be worn for an hour or so during the performance, so they wouldn’t have to be as comfortable as everyday clothes. I can—” she winced at the phrase “—cut some corners in that regard.”



Rarity’s eyes sparkled. “Tell you what—I shall donate my time and whatever cloth remnants I can use.” She rolled her eyes up and ticked off a few numbers in her head. “Eighty bits should cover it. Will that do?”



Derpy breathed a sharp sigh. Not nearly as much as she feared it might run. “Thank you,” she said as she hugged Rarity. And she couldn’t keep from sniffling.



“Of course, darling! Whatever is wrong?” Rarity pulled back and frowned.



“Nothing,” Derpy said, wiping at her nose. “Nothing. Everypony’s just being so helpful and kind about this. I didn’t expect it.”



Rarity returned the hug and patted her on the back. “You’ll always find a friend in Ponyville, dear.”








Derpy sat at her kitchen table on a Saturday afternoon. No school, so no project time, not until Dinky went to bed. But while Dinky ate lunch, Derpy could read over the letter she’d gotten and attend to another that needed writing.



“How’s your thing going, Mommy?” Dinky said through a mouthful of sandwich.



“Pretty good, muffin. Just ironing out the last few details.” She reached over to tousle Dinky’s mane, then returned her attention to her letter.



Cherry Fizzy had confirmed her reservation to rent out the local auditorium. Very formal, very businesslike. He didn’t know her from the next pony or why she needed the place, so it didn’t exactly surprise her, but it did put a bit of a damper on her enthusiasm. And the price… Way over budget now, and she still had to hire actors, pay for advertising, print programs. But what choice did she have?



Yes, she knew all the arguments about throwing good money after bad. Best to cut her losses now and avoid having it cost even more. But it was no longer a question over whether it would happen—she’d get to see her creation. On stage!



And with that fire still in her heart, she took her pencil and scratched out her required monthly progress report to Princess Celestia. Script, scenery, costumes, venue, all check. On schedule, but over budget. The total so far ran to—she grimaced—five hundred thirty-four bits. She jotted the figure down, signed the letter, and tucked it in her saddlebag for Monday morning.



So, no birthday for her this year. But that was okay. The thrill of making all this happen outweighed any token she might get, except of course for whatever adorable little craft Dinky would make in school. If she could charge admission, she could probably make back her expenses, but it didn’t seem right to make money off of a tax substitute intended to serve the public good. She gritted her teeth and wrote out a check for the auditorium.



“Time to let Princess Celestia know I’m sticking with it,” she said, tapping Dinky on the nose. “I need a producer, though—somepony who oversees everything. Somepony who can tell me when any little detail goes wrong. You know anypony who could do that?” Derpy added a wink.



“Me me me me me!” Dinky said, raising her hoof and waggling it.



“Good! We start casting next week.”








The library seemed like a logical place to post some flyers asking for to act in her play. Maybe around the market square as well. She had to swing by the library to return the last batch of books, anyway.



She tugged the stack out of her saddlebag, plopped it down on the counter, and slid out one of the sheets. “Mind if I hang this in here, Twilight?”



“Um… is this about your play?” Twilight asked. She craned her neck to see the front of the page.



“Yes,” Derpy declared. “Almost ready to start rehearsals, but I still need actors.”



“Oh…” Twilight’s face brightened, and she stood up straighter. “That’s what it meant. Don’t worry about it. You already have a cast. My friends and I would love to help you out!”



Derpy squinted back. “That’s what what meant?”



“N-nothing. Hey, when do you need us?” Twilight tugged the flyer from her and scanned it over. “Next weekend, huh? We’ll be there!”



“Ooookay…” Derpy would have pursued the matter, but the prospect of getting through that overly broad smile didn’t hold any appeal. “Thanks, then. Um, yeah. Next weekend.”








“Please, let me pay you something,” Derpy said.



Twilight shook her head and returned a tight-lipped smile. “Nope. Princess Celestia asked that we take the roles, so we can’t rightly get paid for it.” That explained what Twilight meant last weekend. And just after Celestia had gotten the progress report and budget estimate, too. A sweet gesture, but it still didn’t seem quite right. And then the next day, Thunderlane had conveniently volunteered to wrangle a few snow clouds and bring ice to the performance.



“Big Mac delivered the sets this morning, and Rarity brought the costumes with her. Whenever you’re ready…” Twilight swept a hoof over the assembled cast.



“Where’s my producer?” Derpy called, and Dinky slipped out from behind her. Derpy took out the scripts from her daughter’s saddlebag. “Okay, I have a copy for everypony. Are you all ready for a read-through?”



All of them—Twilight, Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy, Rarity, Pinkie Pie, Applejack, and Spike—nodded. And then, not half an hour later…



“Do I have to wear this?” Dash said. “It’s all stuffy and… itchy.” She wedged a hoof under the collar and dug at the back of her neck.



“There’s nothing wrong with your costume!” Rarity barked. “And my character—what’s her motivation? She sounds whiny and self-centered, and I just can’t understand her mindset. Maybe she should—Rainbow Dash, you will stretch that fabric if you don’t stop yanking on it!”



Fluttershy jumped at the shouting and tried to cower against the backdrop, but her quivering knocked it over. And Pinkie had missed all her cues because she kept sneaking off to eat up the catering spread Derpy had ordered. It was already gone. Only thirty minutes, and all gone. The producer didn’t seem to mind, her attention riveted on her coloring book.



Derpy burst into tears and ran backstage. Seven months! Seven months of her time, a net loss of a couple hundred bits of her own money, and if this didn’t work, she’d still have to pay the tax bill!



“Is Mommy okay?” she heard Dinky say out in the hallway, then a gentle whisper and hoofsteps entering the room.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight said. “Please, come back out. It’s not as bad as it looks.”



Derpy just sniffled and tried to wipe her eyes dry.



“Really. We’re sorry. Big Mac can fix the backdrop, Rainbow Dash said she’d stop complaining about her costume, Rarity’s been advised of the need to maintain historical accuracy without ad-libbing, and the food… Well, it’s gone, but that’s okay. None of us expected it, so we all brought our own lunches. Except Pinkie, but if she eats any more, she’ll pop.” Twilight rubbed a hoof on Derpy’s shoulder. “I know what this means to you. I really do. Please. Come back out. We want to make this work, and so does Princess Celestia.”



Derpy sniffled again, then nodded. She couldn’t give up so easily, but with such a fine line between failure and success…



But she had to try. She nodded, put on her best smile, and trudged back out to the stage.








Opening night. Derpy milled about backstage, behind the curtain, by herself. Nopony would even see her. She shouldn’t be any more nervous that the actors, but she practically bounced on her hooves, and her ears buzzed with all of the mixed conversations from the audience.



Dinky. Dinky always seemed to calm her down. She poked her head through the curtain and waved vigorously while trying to spot Dinky’s face in the crowd. But before she could even figure out where the complimentary seats might be, she felt a jab at her ribs.



Derpy jerked her head back through the gap. A sick actor? A problem with the lights? What now?



“Ma’am, you have no business here. Please don’t disrupt the performance,” Cherry Fizzy said. “We have to keep this looking professional.”



He had no idea who she was, did he? They’d only corresponded by mail. Yes, sir, just another stagehoof, nopony special here. She put out the little flame as quickly as it had started. It just didn’t matter. So she plodded away, where she couldn’t cause any harm.



Soon, the lights dimmed, and Derpy circled around to stage right to watch the show. The detailed scenery, the lovely outfits, the chill air and ice. Princess Platinum, Clover the Clever, Commander Hurricane, Private Pansy, Chancellor Puddinghead, Smart Cookie… even the narrator. Spike went a bit off script, but the audience loved it anyway.



They loved it! They had fun watching real unadorned historical events brought to life and made exciting! She nearly vibrated.



All the actors went to their dressing room, and she could hear them gushing, even at this distance. The audience cheered and chatted, going on about this and that, things they hadn’t realized or had learned wrong so long ago as foals. All perfect. And Derpy stood alone, out of the way, where nopony noticed her. Which was also fine. She didn’t need the limelight—only that a couple of ponies knew.



Derpy poked her head around the edge of the curtain. She didn’t see Princess Celestia anywhere.








The next morning, Derpy got to sleep in. It was Hearth’s Warming Day, after all. But somepony had come knocking at her door. At least the visitor had waited until after nine o’clock to come calling.



Derpy rolled out of bed and answered the door, a huge piece of skewed mane jutting off the side of her head. “Hello?”



She cocked her head at the visitor: a unicorn, just barely taller than her. But… it hurt Derpy’s head to look at her, like her brain was screaming at her that her vision told filthy lies. She winced, blinked, and watched the visitor’s hooves.



“Derpy, I just wanted to say how much your play impressed me. I enjoyed it very much. Thank you for writing it.” Derpy could hear the smile in her voice, even if she couldn’t bring herself to endure looking at it.



“You—you saw it?”



“Yes, I was in the audience. Just another face in the crowd. I’m not surprised you didn’t notice me.”



Derpy scratched her head. “H-how did you know I wrote it?”



“Rumors,” the visitor stated flatly. “Though you hid the fact well. No mention of you in the program, no bow after the show, no name up on the marquee.”



“I didn’t think it was important.” Derpy shrugged. A little recognition—just a little—was nice, but right now, she only wanted to crawl back into bed.



The visitor chuckled. “Yet another reason to admire you. Very few ponies will ever know what you did.”



“The ones who do are the ones who matter to me. I made some new friends who did a lot of kind things for me, and it was supposed to be a ‘contribution to Equestrian society’ anyway. So I got more than I counted on. Nothing wrong with that.” Derpy wiped the fog from her eyes. If this dragged on any longer, she’d wake up too much to go back to sleep.



“Good for you.” Once again, an unseen smile radiated through the words. “Just out of curiosity, how much did it end up costing you?”



“A little over seven hundred fifty bits.”



“Hm.” The visitor’s hoof scraped across the porch’s wooden planks. “Was it worth it?”



Derpy broke into a huge grin. “Absolutely!”



“I see.” The visitor turned to leave, and Derpy risked another glance at her—beneath the edge of her shawl, wingtips… “You should apply for a royal grant to fund further production. I have no doubt that those in power would endorse it as the official Hearth’s Warming story for future pageants across Equestria.”



Derpy gasped, but she suddenly felt… drowsy. Where? Not in the road. Where did the visitor go? Empty street, empty sky. More sleep. “Thank you, Princess,” she mumbled on her way back to a soft mattress and a warm blanket.
      

      
   
      Brave Front


      

      
      
         Pink. Sickening. The words aptly described the quiet town of Redwood as a little pegasus filly walked out into the miasma, her eyes wide in fear. The cloud permeated everywhere, dulling all sounds and reducing sight to mere feet. She shrunk away as shadows crept all around her, from ponies shambling listlessly or standing silently, unheeding to the world. Shaking her head and gathering her courage, she started walking.



Gone was the cheerful energy of the town, as was the laughter. All that remained were groans of sadness and anger. Anger. Not just between couples, but also between siblings, between fathers and mothers and between friends. To the little filly, those were the worst. She felt the anger, in place of love, an oppressive vice that threatened to crush her. All the love was gone, sucked away by the enveloping miasma.



Tears threatened to spill from her eyes as she passed a couple, who started shouting at each other. She paused, blinking rapidly but that only made the tears fell. She sniffled and squeezed her eyes shut. Shaking her head, she cleared her vision enough for her to break out into a gallop. She knew what she had to do. 



She had to reach the cottage in the outskirts of town and stop her.








Shining Armor sat stiffly, his attention directed at the rolling landscape to the horizon as the pegasus drawn carriage flew in a northwesterly direction into a setting sun. The flight had left Canterlot Castle several hours earlier and they were now nearing the town of Redwood. He wasn’t really paying attention to the scenery, for his mind was racing in autopilot.



Two months had passed since their wedding. Through the month of honeymoon and another month of getting back into a routine, things had been going surprisingly well for the couple. Each and every day was blissful and he and Cadance couldn’t be any happier.



That was until Cadance announced a visit to his in-laws. She hadn’t meant Princess Celestia, of course, because Shining Armor would have seen her almost daily with his patrols at the castle. What Cadance had meant was meeting her real parents, a couple of earth ponies who found and adopted her all those years ago.



It didn’t exactly put a damper on Shining Armor and Cadance’s mood. He still saw Cadance each day and spent time together, enjoying each other’s company. Of course, he certainly wasn’t nervous. It was only parents Cadance had never mentioned before, parents who raised her until she moved to the castle. Parents he was sure weren’t at the wedding. He hoped that hadn’t meant they disapproved of their marriage.



Shining Armor had been quiet for most of the flight, busy running every possible scenario in his head. This visit was important, after all. He would do his best to be the greatest husband ever, lest they really disapproved. Disapproved and then annulling their marriage and—



A pair of cerise hooves wrapped around him. “Nervous?” Cadance whispered into his ears.



Shining Armor felt his shoulders tighten, his heart jumping in his throat. “Of course not.”



A giggle and “Liar,” was the gentle rebuke. “You’re wound tighter than that alarm Twilight used as a foal. All that muscle hard and tense.”



Heat blossomed in Shining Armor’s face. “I… uh…”



Another giggle. “You’re just too easy to tease.”



“I… well…”



Cadance released Shining Armor and sat daintily, fixing him with a knowing look. “My parents don’t bite, Shiney. They’re the nicest ponies I’ve ever met.”



Shining Armor sighed. “It’s not that, Cadance. I’m just making sure that I don’t disappoint them.” His gaze fell onto the floor; a crestfallen look crept upon his face.



“Shining Armor.”



He straightened sharply at the firmness taking hold in Cadance’s voice.



“You have nothing to worry about.”



Sweat started beading on his brows. “Uh, right.”



He shot a glance at Cadance just in time to see her eyes narrow.



“You don’t sound convinced, Shiney,” she said in singsong voice.



“Well, I—”



“Who was the stallion who sang a love song in front of the entire high school to get my attention?”



“Well, I did but—”



“Who was the dork who couldn’t even form coherent words when we first met?”



“It’s me…”



“It didn’t stop you from trying to court me.” Cadance wrapped her hooves around Shining Armor. “And that’s why I love you and I wouldn’t want you to anything else when we meet my parents.” Her gentle purple eyes stared into his, a small reassuring smile curled on her face.



The display warmed Shining Armor’s heart, banishing all worries but one. Once again, he sighed. “Do you really think that would be enough?”



Cadance squeezed him in response. “Yes. They’d want to see the real you, Shiney, not ‘the Captain of the Royal Guard’.” Her grasp was firm, as was her voice.



Shining Armor paused but finally raised his hooves to return the hug. “… I guess.” He held his kind, gentle yet strong wife. His lovely Cadance.



“We are here, sir, your highness.”



Shining Armor and Cadance broke apart, startled. Shining Armor suddenly felt the eyes of many staring, boring straight into him, he was sure. He turned to his drivers, who were thankfully impassive, the officer in him taking hold.



“Thank you, corporals,” Shining Armor said, taking the opportunity to sweep his eyes on the streets of Redwood.



The streets weren’t cobbled, with well-tramped dirt road leading everywhere in semi-grids. The houses were built taller than that of Ponyville, of grey stone and mortar and thatched, albeit steeper than similar houses elsewhere to runoff the heavier rainfall of the near coastal town. 



The city had been incorporated around the same time as Ponyville. Starting life as a lumbering outpost of the fast expanding city Tall Tale off the Salmon River, it soon become the focus for earth ponies in agriculture and then unicorns and pegasi for traditional ship and airship building in Tall Tale. Now, it was a modest farming community and producer of the arcade games that were all the rage with the young colts in Equestria.



The light of the day was fading quickly, now that they were on the ground. From what Shining Armor saw, there were mercifully few ponies who saw their display of affection. Heaving a silent sigh of relief, he stepped off the carriage as Cadance did on the other side.



“Report to the inn and standby for any emergencies,” Shining Armor said. “I’ll escort the princess to her house.”



The Royal Guards saluted and moved off, turning the carriage around. Shining Armor watched as they trotted off down the street away from him and Cadance, in the direction of the city inn. They would be spending the night there and ready to move on a moment’s notice.



After the guards disappeared off into the distance and growing evening, Shining Armor turned back to Cadance. “So, where’s your foalhood house?”



Cadance had been sweeping the streets with her eyes as well and jumped slightly when his voice reached her. If he had been nervous still, he wouldn’t have noticed that she seemed to be getting a little preoccupied. Shining Armor felt a niggling feeling in his chest but he pushed it gently aside. She’s just feeling excited and you’re projecting your nervousness on her…



“Oh, it’s five houses down this way,” she pointed a hoof up the street, “and three houses left at the intersection.”



Her voice sounds cheerful enough. He stopped and shove the line of thought away. Cadance had to be just excited, that was all. “Okay. But I think we should get a move on, it’s getting dark.”



“Um,” Cadance held up a hoof, “actually, I’d like to visit a place before we head on to my parents’ house. It’s been quite a while since I lived here.”



“Okay,” Shining Armor said. Is it my imagination or Cadance just sounded a little subdued? He blinked twice for continuing: “Lead the way.”








Her cerise coat had blended well with the miasma, too well, in fact. More than once, she was nearly stepped on by the adults, their vacant eyes staring straight ahead. Occasional sounds of heavy thuds and cracking or snapping wood told her that some other ponies were not-so-lucky to blunder into a nimble filly.



She had stopped galloping several minutes ago. Presently, she ran a hoof on the grey walls of the houses, feeling it change from the smooth stones to grainy wood to smooth stones again. From her house, it was three houses forward, a left turn and it was a straight shot of houses to the forest…



The filly gulped. She took a step, only to jump when a shambling tan and brown earth pony stallion slammed into the house right in front of her. She hastily scrambled backwards as the stallion toppled onto the space she just vacated, nearly crushing her. I-is he dead? Trembling and blinking away tears, she reached a hoof at the lying stallion.



She recognized him. He was Water Chestnut, the shopkeeper of a knickknack shop at the corner of Fourteenth Street and Maple Syrup Lane. Her hoof nudged him gently. She flinched when a pink light barely visible through the cloud erupted from the stallion.



A groan escaped him. It wasn’t a groan of anger or sadness but one of pain. Slowly, he staggered to his hooves as the filly watched wide eyed.



“Ugh, what happened?” Chestnut asked, rubbing a hoof on the right side of his face, which was already darkening with a bruise. Glancing around, it took a moment or two before he spotted her. “Kid?”



She threw her legs around the legs of the stallion. “Mister Chestnut!”



“Kid, what’s goin’ on?” he asked.



The filly shook her head. “I-I don’t know… I think the Lady in the Woods did something and everypony turned into zombies!”



Chestnut whipped his head around, looking warily at the enveloping cloud. “Alright… we shouldn’t stay here.”



“We need to get to the Lady’s house!” the filly cried.



Chestnut turned and stared incredulously at her. “You must be jokin’, kid. It’s too dangerous.”



“No! We have to! My mommy told me if we don’t stop the Lady, then all love in Equestria will be eaten!”



Chestnut flinched at the sudden volume of the filly. Shaking his head, he glanced around again, taking in the creeping shadows and the groans. Finally, he looked back at her. A hoof raised and scratched his right ear, seemingly considering his options.



“Alright, kid,” he gestured to the filly, “climb on and I’ll bring you there. You’ll be safer with me, anyway.”



“Oh, thank you!” the filly said and scrambled onto his back.



She told Chestnut their location. The earth pony and the pegasus made their slow way out of the city.








Night had already fallen when Shining Armor and Cadance left the city proper. With somewhat rusty memories—the last time she had been through here was more than a decade ago—it took a while before Cadance found the trail. The moon was the only source of light and there was barely any to see the trail ahead of them. After one stumble and two, the two of them lit horns, one magenta, the other pale blue, casting a purple glow on the scenery.



Although they had been talking about her parents—Shining Armor had plenty of questions after all, Cadance had gone quiet when they reached the outskirts. Beyond Redwood lay the pine forest that grew along the northern base of the Unicorn Range. It was quiet except for the occasional crickets and with the light underbrush and hard leaves, their hoofsteps made little noise.



Cadance led ahead on the trail while Shining Armor followed half a stride behind. The silence slowly grew deafening from the lack of conversation. Without anything going on, his imagination was starting to run wild. It didn’t help when a glance at Cadance showed her to be looking pensive. He was certain something was troubling his wife now but he couldn’t know what short of asking her. Let’s try a roundabout approach, don’t spook her. 



“So,” Shining Armor said. “What is this place we’re going to?”



The question seemed to have jolted her out of her reverie. She whipped her head around, showing her wide blue eyes. Shining Armor blinked at the sudden reaction.



“Whoa, you okay?”



That seemed to remind her that she wasn’t supposed to be staring. “Of course… Just excited to meet an old friend.” She flashed a placating smile.



Had Cady always acted like this when she’s excited? Shining Armor wracked his brains and couldn’t come up with any instance with Cadance being excitable. She had always been a calm, gentle and kind mare. Excitable, she wasn’t. So something is bothering her! But what? 



Presently, the trail opened into a clearing fifty feet across. A cottage sat in the far side, weathered and falling apart. Its thatched roof was long gone, blown away by the seasonal rain brought forth by the pegasi. The windows were gone as well, having broken by errant branches. Now, two empty sockets stared back at Shining Armor and Cadance.



It was clear that no one had lived here in a while. Scratch that, nopony had live here since about the time Cady moved to Canterlot. He glanced to Cadance, whose brows now creased in a slight frown.



“Looks like nopony’s been living here in years,” Shining Armor said.



Cadance flinched as if struck. “… I guess.”



Shining Armor took her into his hooves. “Is something wrong?”



“No. I guess… I missed her,” Cadance said, sinking into his embrace.



“Who lived here?”



“Prismia.” Cadance looked up into Shining Armor’s eyes. “The Lady of the Woods.”








If that was possible, the miasma was thicker out of in the woods than it was in the city. 



“We must be gettin’ close to the source.” She heard Chestnut muttered.



The trail was barely visible even at high noon with sunlight shining through the breaks in the sparse canopy. Whatever that made up the cloud ate up the light and threw it back out tenfold. It was almost blinding to look at. However, despite the glare, Chestnut moved slowly and carefully, staying to one side so he could track the trees.



If groans in the city had been bad, it seemed to have increased to intensity out in the woods. Whatever magic that was eating all the love had been attracting the zombies—for the lack of a suitable term—to the source as well.



“Good thing those aren’t like the zombies in the movin’ pictures, eh kid?” Chestnut said over his withers. “Those’ll want to eat your brains.”



The filly curled into a ball and shivered.



“Eh, sorry.” Chestnut nuzzled her. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”



“It’s okay…”



A sudden groan to his left stopped Chestnut in his tracks. More accurately, Chestnut skidded and nearly broadsided a pine tree and bounded off to the right. He broke off into a gallop out into the clearing, if the lack of trees were any indication. He smacked right into a standing zombie, sending the two of them sprawling and the filly flung off, landing at the hooves of a dark colored mare.



She let out a groan of pain before a prideful feminine voice, full of malice and hate sent a chill down her spine:



“My, little love-giver Cadance, how wonderful is it to see you?”



Cadance, the cerise pegasus filly, whimpered.



There was a bright violet flash and the world turned to blackness.








“I’m coming! I’m coming!” a muffled, motherly voice said as they waited at the door to the in-laws’ house.



Shining Armor had long past being nervous. That had been replaced with quiet worry about his wife. In one short evening, Cadance had turned from confident and teasing to brooding and silence.



He was still looking at her out of the corner of his eye when the door opened, revealing a wheat colored mare in her fifties, her grey sprinkled coffee colored mane held to one side in a French braid. Her grass green eyes twinkled when she realized who was at her door.



“Cady!” She wrapped Cadance in a warm, big hug. 



“Hello, mom.”



He almost missed it but there was a flicker of worry on his in-law’s face when Cadance returned the hug.



She turned to Shining Armor and did the same. “And you must be her husband. Um, Gleaming… Shield, was it?”



He put on his best Royal Academy smile. “Shining Armor, ma’am.”



“Oh, please don’t ‘ma’am’ me, Shining Armor.” She chuckled. “It makes me feel old. I’m Glitter Song, by the way. Please call me mom.”



Glitter Song waved Shining Armor and Cadance in. “Please come in. Make yourself at home.”



Cadance stepped past the threshold, followed by Shining Armor. He found himself in a small but cozy living room. 



“Your father, Star Dust, is still out having a drink or two. Said he wouldn’t miss one night of drinking, even if his daughter and son-in-law are visiting.” She snorted, indicating what she thought of that.



Glitter Song shut the door and walked past them into adjoining kitchen, leaving them alone for the time being.



Shining Armor slipped in closer to Cadance. “You okay?”



Cadance returned him a small smile. “I’m fine, Shiney.”



He led her to a set of cushions ringing a long coffee table and sat her down. “No, you’re not. You’ve been acting weird since the cottage… No, you’ve been acting strange since we arrived in town. What is wrong?” Shining Armor stared worryingly at Cadance.



She chuckled. “Shining, I’m fine, really. Maybe just a little tired from that little trip—”



“You’ve been to the cottage, Cady?”



The voice of Glitter Song cut into Cadance’s reply. She blinked in surprise—neither had heard her return, with two bowls of soup balanced on her back.



Cadance was quiet for a few moments before she spoke: “When did Prismia move away?”



Glitter Song’s face was solemn when she stared at Cadance. “Three months after you left for Canterlot, Prismia packed her belongings and left. Said she was going to Fillydelphia, to start a new life.”



“I see…” her voice came out flat, almost listless.



Glitter Song sat the bowls down on the table. Shining Armor took whiff, taking in the wonderful scent of vegetable minestrone. Already, his stomach was growling. He glanced to his side. Cadance was already digging in but she ate without much expression, as though she was charging up a crystal machine.



His eyes met Glitter Song’s in a worried look and it was the same on her face. She picked a cushion and sat down beside Cadance, off to her right. They ate in silence. Eventually, it was broken when the house door opened, admitting a rosy cheeked dark blue stallion with white curly mane with a cutie mark of glittery dust.



“There you are, Star Dust,” Glitter Song said fixing him with an unamused stare. “Your daughter is feeling under the weather and you’re out in the tavern, drinking the night away.”



“Mom, I’m fine, really.”



Glitter Song turned the stare to Cadance. “Cady, I can feel that you’re not fine. I know you’re not.”



Cadance withered under the stare. “… I’m just a little tired. I-I’m going to bed.” She stood up.  “Is my room…”



“Everything is still there, go on up,” Glitter Song said.



“Good night, mom.” Cadance trotted around the table, past Glitter Song and towards the stairs.



When she finally disappeared up the stairs, Glitter Song sighed. Shining Armor looked from his mother-in-law, who had worry plastered all over her face, to his father-in-law, who took the entire scene impassively, even as he was standing there at the doorway now.



“The darkness still dwells within her.”



Shining Armor blinked at the words that came out of her mouth. “W-what do you mean, um, mom?”



Glitter Song turned to him, a serious face looking straight in his eyes. It seemed that an entire different pony had taken over. The atmosphere suddenly felt heavy. “Tell me, had she suffered when the changelings attack Canterlot?”



It was a look that told him that lying to her would be a bad idea. A very bad idea. Shining Armor gulped. “I heard it from my baby sister. The queen kept her in the crystal mines below the city and may have taunted her over the few… weeks she was there.”



Despite the fear, he felt the anger rising in him. He had been played a fool and controlled by a shape-shifting usurper while his fiancée laid starving and dying under the city—



“I see.”



The voice cut through his anger like a crushing wave. Shining Armor finally noticed that Glitter Song’s hard look had softened. Before he could say another word:



“Go on up, Shining Armor,” she said, a smile on her face. “Protect her.”



It was as though a switch flipped on the mood of Glitter Song, along with the atmosphere. There was also a nagging feeling that he had somehow passed a test.



“I will, mom,” Shining Armor said, getting onto his hooves. “I’ll protect her with my life.”



And then he disappeared up the stairs as well.








Cadance woke up in a tiny cocoon, her body floating languidly in the sloshing liquid. Her eyes scanned the room, taking in a small space occupied by a square wooden table with a chair, a shelf and hearth and a bed. Water Chestnut lay in crumpled heap away from her near the hearth.



There was nothing she could do now, since she was trapped in here. Prismia had won. Soon, the miasma will cover all the lands and all the love in the world shall be eaten and passed on to the unicorn.



She felt for Prismia. She really did. Prismia was a lonely pony desperate for love, for companionship, only to replace it with jealousy and hate when everyone spurned her. This was her revenge: a world without love, a world where friends and family would turn against each other and lastly, a world without future, for no couples will fall in love.



All I had to do was to give her a hug, mommy said… Cadance looked dejectedly at the wooden floor of the cottage. Prismia had left a few minutes ago to check on her siphoning spell. Mommy said to be brave too but I’m scared…  



Cadance sighed. “This was just hopeless, wasn’t it…” she muttered. 



“Kid…”



Her ears perked. “M-Mister Chestnut?”



“I’m getting you out of there…” he said, slowly getting up on his hooves, wincing in pain.



“Oh, I don’t think so, ponies,” a new voice joined them, feminine, deep and flanging.



A chill shot down Cadance’s spine. Suddenly, she was no longer a little filly but her older self, suspended in a larger cocoon. Chrysalis stepped into the cottage, a draconic eye on looking straight at Cadance and a triumphant smirk on her face.



“Because I’ve won.”



Cadance shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “No…”



The cottage disappeared, replaced by the blue stone walls and red carpet of the wedding hall. Prone figures of her sister-in-law, Twilight Sparkle and her friends lay at Chrysalis’ hooves. A holed hoof rose and caressed the face of her husband, Shining Armor. His eyes, tinted sickly green, stared unblinking forward.



“Isn’t that right, dear?”



Shining Armor gave a slow nod. “Uh huh…”



“No…” Cadance muttered. “No… No. Nononononono… No!”



She lit her horn and let loose a blast—








Shining Armor sighed as he lay beside Cadance, pressing his body against her as she slept. He hoped his presence would give her some comfort.



“No…”



Shining Armor’s ears perked at the word Cadance muttered. He rolled over and gave her a squeeze and felt her body tensed. 



“You’re safe here, honey…” he whispered.



It didn’t help, however, as Cadance stirred, the same word spilling out of mouth in mutters.



“No… No. Nononononono… No!”



The room lit in blinding cornflower blue before Cadance’s horn let loose a blast of magic. Her foalhood bedroom window and wall exploded in a shower of glass and blasted rock. There was a rush of wind and Shining Armor sat up in the bed, alone.



More explosions echoed in the distance.








There was no Shining Armor to help her this time. Blast after blast she loosed at Chrysalis were either dodged or deflected. She growled as her latest shot missed when Chrysalis corkscrewed around her magic and took a swipe at her.



“Is that all you’ve got, princess?”



Cadance backwinged and barely avoided the hoof. She growled again let loose another blast, this time pointblank, at Chrysalis’ chest. A piercing shriek escaped Chrysalis and it was music to Cadance’s ears. She followed the changeling queen down as she fell. Landing roughly, her horn lit up for one final blast to finish her off—



“CADANCE!”








The room door burst open and Glitter Song and Star Dust spilled into the room. Glitter Song stared wide eyed at the gaping hole that used to be the wall while Star Dust took in the carnage impassively.



Shining Armor opened his mouth but no sound came out. He closed and opened it again. Still, he was speechless.



“What happened?”



Maybe it was the voice, a hint of steel holding underneath it and something clicked in Shining Armor. “I-I don’t know. I think Cadance was having a nightmare and then she suddenly shouted and blasted the wall to bits…”



“I see.” Glitter Song fixed Shining Armor with a look that brooked no arguments. “Please summon your guards and meet me at the central park.” A ghost of a smile flickered across her face. “That was her sanctuary whenever she was scared.”



Glitter Song turned and left the room. Star Dust, impassive throughout the exchange, gave Shining Armor a wink and left as well, leaving the Captain of the Royal Guard and Prince to the Kingdom of Equestria with his thoughts. 



When Shining Armor stood up and got downstairs, Glitter Song and Star Dust were gone. He stepped out and galloped for the inn. Already, lights were turning on as more explosions sounded off in the distance.



He hadn’t gotten even a third of the way when he nearly crashed into the two corporals as they alighted in front of him.



“Sir, what’s going on?” one of them asked.



“Cadance’s having some serious night terror and she tearing up the city.”



The corporals shared an incredulous, then grave look.



“I believe her parents know how to stop her. They want us to meet at the central park, you know where that is?”



They both pointed a hoof in the northeasterly direction. “That way, sir.”



“Okay, lead the way.”



They saluted. One corporal took off as forward scout and the other stayed with Shining Armor and guided him through the streets as they ran. Shining Armor could see Cadance now, a pink speck shrouded by brilliant blue light.



As they approached the park, two yellowish light flew up into the night sky. One made a beeline for Cadance, which drew a blast of magic from her. The light dodged the magic with a corkscrew and zipped towards Cadance. Another blast struck the light just before it touched her and it let out a pained yelp.



The light dropped towards the open space of the central park just as Shining Armor and the guard reached the grounds. Shining Armor couldn’t put it but there was something familiar about the voice of the light. Cadance dove after the light, a malicious glee on her face.



However, the other light was faster and got ahold of it before Cadance got close. Shining Armor skidded to a halt as the lights alighted on the grass, revealing they to be Glitter Song and Star Dust, their butterfly wings of gold-yellow with blue and red splotches glowing brightly.



Wait, wings!? Shining Armor’s jaw dropped at the realization, staring wide eyed. “… What?”



“Shining… Armor…” Glitter Song squeezed out between her heavy breaths as she lay in Star Dust’s embrace. “Stop Cadance… Calm… her down…”



Speaking of the draconequus, Cadance landed heavily behind Shining Armor. She was panting, a crazed smile adorning her face. Her horn lit brightly in cornflower blue.



“CADANCE!”



Shining Armor’s training took over. He spun around, took two steps and rammed himself into Cadance in a bodycheck that would have made a hoofball coach proud. The blast lanced skyward, harmless. His legs twisted around, locking Cadance’s together, preventing her from further movement. It was the standard takedown for restraining ponies. A hoof came down on her horn—courtesy of a corporal—and pinned her head to the ground, stopping Cadance from further casting any spells.



Cadance struggled in Shining Armor’s grasp but it was in vain. When she finally stopped, a tremble ran through her.



“You’re safe, Cadance. Your Shiney Winey is here.”








Little Cadance curled into a ball as small as possible, trembling. She had done it. Chestnut had managed to break the enchantment that had been holding her aloft and feeding on her boundless love. All it took was Cadance pouncing on the larger unicorn, latching onto her cerulean mane and pressed her face onto the strap of the amulet.



The resulting surge of raw, amplified love erupted from the two of them and washed over the forest and the city, wiping clean the miasma.



“You did it… kid,” Chestnut had ground out through the pain.



However, wiping clean the miasma hadn’t stop the light. It grew brighter, centered on Cadance herself before she disappeared before Prismia and Chestnut with a scream. A flash later deposited her on this strange plane. A place above the stars, filled with swirling blue-green mist and she had been there ever since.



Cadance had no idea how much time had passed. Something else had troubled her as well: out of the top corner of her eyes, she spied a horn, the same color as her coat, on her forehead. She was a pegasus! Now, she was some strange combination of that and a unicorn, which shouldn’t have been possible…



So there Cadance stayed, waiting for a rescue that may never come. That was, until an enormous white pony of the same wings and horn combination appeared and that ended the adventure of a brave little filly who saved the city of Redwood and thus began the new adventures of Equestria’s latest Pony Princess in Canterlot.
      

      
   
      The Masked Mare of Canterlot


      

      
      
         The masked mare stood at the edge of the roof, fully clad in midnight blue, looking down at the street far below and feeling like a pegasus foal before her first flight.



At least the knot in her stomach must be the same. And the feeling of weakness, notably on her wobbly knees. Fighting a whimper — a losing battle if she ever saw one — she stepped back, arresting her retreat just enough to keep the unicorn stallion below in sight.



A green unicorn that was masked too, though his was just a domino mask, with matching patches to cover his cutie mark. And that had just finished picking the lock of the Western Equestria Trading Company warehouse across the street. Opening the large doors just enough to squeeze through the unicorn entered, the doors closing after him with a soft clanging noise.



As if to mock her, the sweet smell of violet, lilac, marigold, and other refined foods wafted from the warehouse, reminding her of the dinner she skipped to be here. The burglar would even have the chance at a snack, while she sat up the roof on an empty stomach, scared like a filly seeing her first hydra.



The masked mare dropped to the roof. She was sure she was better than that, she wanted to make a difference, but… she felt so powerless. All her training, more hours and days than anypony would believe, felt empty, worthless; with her body so far from its peak condition, her wings feeble, her —



“No,” she said, softly but with steel in her voice. She would not wallow in pity, could not allow herself to. She wanted to make a difference, and she would make a difference. What if her body was unwilling? She just had to find a way that didn’t require raw prowess.



A way that a filly could do; she almost laughed as the thought hit her. In her weakened state, with things she never gave a second thought about now beyond her means, she surely felt like a filly. And she could work with that; she had seen small fillies and colts rise to the challenge more than enough times. She stood again, propped up by hope. Now, how could a filly stop a burglar?



Her ears perked, her muzzle opening in a grin so wide her mask couldn’t contain it. She heard whistling. And not just any whistling, no; it was the kind of out of key, bad whistling that only somepony bored out of his mind, like a guard doing his rounds, would attempt.



Not exactly heroic, but it would do.



The masked mare wasted no time in clumsily getting airborne, only to land again on the other side of the roof. Was it okay for her to appear in front of the guard? How could she get him to investigate without stopping to explain things? She was, after all, masked for a reason.



She heard then the warehouse door opening slowly, taking the choice away from her. The burglar would escape, and that foal of a guard wouldn’t hear anything over the sound of his own whistling! Fighting her panic down, the masked mare kicked a tile in front of where she thought the guard was…







Stainless Eyes paused his whistling, his ears perking. He was sure he heard something, but he couldn’t quite place where from…



A roof tile dropped to the ground in front of him; Stainless Eyes jumped back, shielding his eyes from the fragments, and looked up. A pegasus was diving just ahead in the alleyway, avoiding the boxes and bins with some difficulty. A pegasus wearing…



He lost a full second just gaping. Who the hay uses a purple wide hat and a cape? On top of a dark blue full body suit?



“Hey, you! Stop!”



The figure circled around the building at breakneck speed; Stainless Eyes lifted his spear in his magic and followed, faintly registering the flowery smell coming out of an open warehouse.



The He was about to give up on the chase when he heard a muffled yelp just beyond another corner; redoubling his efforts, he sped towards the bend, spear at the ready. Then he stopped to rub his eyes.



In front of him two ponies were fighting, both masked; the behatted pegasus from before and a masked green unicorn. As soon as the behatted pegasus saw him, he — or would it be she? — turned and bolted, attempting to buck the unicorn on the way. The unicorn was faster, though, sidestepping the kick and pulling hard on the cape with his magic.



Stainless Eyes could hear the strangling noises. He jumped into action, yelling “Hold still!”



The unicorn looked; the behatted pony took the opportunity to jump back, slackening the cape enough for him to undo it’s clasp and, with a last kick to the unicorn, fled down the alley.



Stainless Eyes was preparing to follow the behatted pegasus when he noticed a dropped large box, bits spilling from it. The pegasus didn’t have this on their first meeting, which meant…



“You are under arrest,” said Stainless Eyes to the masked unicorn, who was unfazed by the previous kick. The masked unicorn gave one look at the still floating, and (Stainless Eyes hoped) ridiculously menacing spear, and lowered his head.







A rat scurried away from a dumpster as a large and wide brimmed hat arose from it. The masked head under the hat looked around, a smile playing on hidden lips when the masked mare confirmed that she was alone. It had been a close call, but everything worked out in the end.



She started to get out of the dumpster and dropped back in, wincing and holding her side. That darned burglar knew how to kick! And this smell! She looked around, trying to identify what was inside.



That was when her costume, already scratchy at best, started to itch around the stitching like jalapeno-laced poison oak. Leaping like a jackalope, the pain in her side overwhelmed by the itching, she raced down the streets looking for a place where she could drop her costume. No, not just drop; whatever had gotten in it, between the itching and the smell, she was sure it would be better to burn it.



In her itch-induced frenzy, a part of her mind still had time to ask: what the hay was a Royal Guard doing patrolling the warehouses?








Shining Armor stood outside the throne room, shifting uncomfortably, a copy of the newest edition of Equestria Daily floating in his magic. Why had Stainless Eyes to blab about that masked figure? And why did I have to choose this day, of all days, to wait until morning to debrief my guards? He kept rehearsing what he would say, hoping to find a better way to tell Celestia that —



“Shining Armor, captain of the Royal Guard.”



Shining Armor gulped, removed his helmet and entered the room, passing through a pair of leaving nobles. He stopped at the foot of the throne, where Celestia was smiling her usual faint smile; Luna was sitting to her side, looking bored. “Your highness…”



“Shining Armor, have you seen the news about the masked mare?”



“I —” Shining stopped. Mare? “Just a moment, your highness,” he said, already quickly scanning the article.



“I see you have. It seems to me that this mare has her heart in the right place, but is not acting according to our laws and is perhaps courting danger too closely. The fight described by the witness, your subordinate, could have left this mare with grievous injury. I henceforth leave the Royal Guard with a standing order: should this mare be seen, keep her safe and help her in bringing criminals to justice, but should the opportunity present itself apprehend her for questioning.”



Shining Armor looked from one princess to another, and nodded. “As you wish.”



“One more thing. No violence is to be used to apprehend this mare unless she uses violence against the guard first.”



“It will be done as you say.” Shining Armor kept looking at Celestia’s still faintly smiling face, hoping for any hint of her thoughts; like every time when she was presiding the court, there was none.








The masked mare was flying over Canterlot, racing against time just as her mind raced with thoughts. Those last weeks had been interesting, with the Royal Guard out to both help and capture her, but they were getting close. At least she didn’t feel so weak anymore; well, she was still weak, and her physician had assured her that time and rest were her only remedies, but she was learning to work around it.



And, she thought with a chuckle, at least she had learned to sew, what with having to repair or create anew her costume almost half a dozen times already. Her new costume looked the same — symbology was something she had a deep understanding of — but it certainly felt different, comfortable even.



At least she was allowed to sew. She frowned; with her weakness, even though she felt better every day, she was still barred from doing any of her duties, as well as much of what she used to do for enjoyment. While she was sure the intent was just to protect her, it still made she feel like a foal, somepony that isn’t still allowed to decide things for herself.



She shook her head, clearing the bad thoughts and bringing the matter at hoof. An upcoming robbery. At least this time she had good intel. And she had been able to catch dinner, so she wouldn’t be fighting on an empty stomach, which was always a plus. Perhaps she could even get there before —



Or not. The museum came into view, and from her vantage point she could see faint lights moving inside. The pattern was too erratic to be the guard ponies, and one of the windows was broken. Well, better late than never, but plan A was out.



She adjusted her flight towards the back, trusting her midnight blue costume to keep her hidden against the sky, and looked carefully inside the museum as she passed the windows. No movement towards the back; good. Now, if her info about the robber’s escape route was right…



She carefully tested the back door; it opened easily, and thankfully also silently. She stopped for a bit, scratched her chin, and latched the bar; let the bad guys have some trouble when they try to flee.



The masked mare hid in the shadow of a statue and looked around, both to get her bearings and to match what she saw against what she suspected of the robber’s plans. The interior of the museum was dark, except for the dim beams of light the robbers were using; with her exceptional night vision she could use this to her advantage. To one side she could see three tied up ponies, two of them strong looking and in guard uniforms, the last one an older looking pony with an expensive suit and a monocle. Standing in front of them was one masked pony, the only robber without a light, or at least she so hoped. He was a… yes, she could make out the wing; a pegasus.



The other robbers were easy to see, and to hear; one bobbing light in the middle of the permanent exhibit, going from piece to piece and held by a masked earth pony; and, from inside the office, what seemed like another two moving lights. They weren’t attempting to stay silent, and the soft clip-clopping resonated inside the large exhibit room.



The masked mare stopped and looked at the exhibit; she was familiar with it, having already visited this museum — as well as every other museum in Canterlot — thanks to her neverending boredom. This was the permanent magical artifact exhibit, though most of the pieces were replicas, enchanted to create amusing light shows that resembled, to the untrained eye, the effect of the originals. It made sense; leaving priceless, and potentially dangerous, artifacts where anypony could take them would be foalish.



The exhibit seemed to be mostly undisturbed, except for… the masked mare closed her eyes, her brow invisibly frowning under the mask. Yes, the fools had gotten only the most expensive looking, gem-studded objects. Cheap, powerless, but expensive-looking replicas to the last of them. And thankfully had left what she needed for plan C. And maychance even plan D, though the mare, as she put a simple, metallic disk with Zebrican runes inside a pocket.



Shuffling surreptitiously, the masked mare wandered among the exhibits, pocketing the unremarkable black globe labeled as the Gryphes Orb, which was reputed to be able to level a small palace; and strapping to her back the artifact labeled as the Wintry Rod, said to have a trapped Windigo spirit inside. Those should do for plan C, even though she hoped she wouldn’t need them.



She hid behind the pedestal that held the Wintry Rod, scanning the museum. She now had a clear view to the office, where she saw that there were indeed two robbers inside, mare and stallion unicorns. They were trying to get open a barred door, the one that led to the strong room where the actually dangerous magic was stored. The masked mare stared intently in an attempt to find how close they were to opening that door...



“Who are you?”



Plan B was now officially out. The masked mare spun in place and squinted at the light. What was again that phase she had memorized for this? “Surrender or I will defeat you all in a fili-second!”



The robber stopped his approach. The masked mare looked around; the two unicorns in the office were looking agape at her, as was the pegasus guarding the hostages. Could it be that it did work?



Laughter erupted all around her. Well, of course it didn’t work. Not that she expected it to.



The unicorn mare stopped laughing for a moment. “It’s just some egghead that thinks a costume gives him powers. Grab him while we open the gate.”



Over a month and ponies still thought her a stallion more often than not; perhaps there was such a thing as too good being bad when it comes to disguises. With a sigh, the masked mare tried to put some distance between herself and the earth pony, only to have her route blocked by the faster moving pegasus; both robbers had their eyes fixed on her every move.



Exactly like the masked mare wanted. She wished they could see her smile as she lifted the black Gryphes Orb, closed her eyes, and triggered it.



The orb did what it was made to; a light and smoke show meant to mimic the real Gryphes Orb, which in turn was a magical bomb capable of leveling a city block. The masked mare had seen a demonstration by a tour guide, during the day and with ample warning, and it left her seeing spots for minutes; the robbers had just seen it in the dark and without warning.



“What are you fools doing?” bellowed the unicorn mare as she left the office and started walking towards the masked mare. Horse apples, she had been looking to the other side.



“Taste the lightning of justice!” said the masked mare, taking out the Wintry Rod and trying to aim it with her forehoof —



Just to have it hurled out of her hooves by a thrown statue head.



“First Filli-second, now Zapp? What, did you swallow a Power Ponies comic?” The unicorn mare lifted the masked mare in her green magical aura, bringing them muzzle to muzzle. “Why don’t you go lie with the director and the guards and stay quiet? You two,” she turned to the other two robbers, who had stopped running into things, “go tie our guest.”



The masked mare yelped as she was unceremoniously, and quite rudely, thrown atop the other hostages.



Nearly panicking, she took a cylinder from a pocket and pointed it outside; the lantern briefly projected the image of a blue star on the sky, before being snatched by a green magic aura. The earth pony and the pegasus robbers continued to advance.



Before the two robbers could reach her a pink bubble-shaped shield appeared. What do you know, plan D worked.







Shining Armor waited impatiently, pacing from side to side. The Royal Guard had the museum discreetly surrounded thanks to an anonymous tip, and he should be inside the museum, fighting the robbers, but they had taken hostages before the Royal Guard arrived; he now had to wait for a chance to rescue mister Growing Stone and his two guards.



And now that costumed fool decided to take matters on her hooves. While the robbers thought her harmless she would be safe; they would appreciate having more hostages, and would avoid harming her. But if she proved to be actually competent, or if any guard invaded, her live would be at risk.



“Sir!”



Shining armor looked at where his lieutenant was pointing; the guard emblem, a blue star, briefly shined from one of the museum’s windows. With reflexes and precision honed through many hours of practice Shining Armor threw a shield around the signal’s source; what do you know, the foolish mare actually came through.



“Everypony inside, now!” Shining Armor was already racing towards the front doors before he finished the order, blasting open the large double doors with a telekinetic blast.



He was going to fast to notice the pegasus hurling towards him like a ballista bolt. Luckily for him, his lieutenant, Stainless Eyes, noticed the opponent; using his spear like a staff he swept the pegasus out of the air, landing him unconscious at the other side of the museum.



The two guard stallions turned towards the other three robbers; the standoff didn’t last long, though, as a dozen other guards formed behind the first two. The three robbers raced to the back of the museum, loudly crashing against the back door as it refused to open.



“Take them.”



A dozen guards moved to obey the order of the smiling captain. Now, he just had to free the hostages, and take the…



Shining Armor blinked. There was a hole in the back of his force field, a metal disk in the ground close to it. The Zebrican Shield Shaper, one of the few real artifacts in the whole exhibit.







The masked mare was flying back home, wincing from time to time; she was starting to wonder if she broke something when she was thrown. Being sore was getting really old.



But she did it again; she found out about the robbery from some child that heard the plan, found the missing details through research, alerted the guard, and stopped the criminals. She looked up to the moon, her nocturnal companion; even if it did feel different — as everypony with a half brain that met the princesses knew, Luna was still too weak to move the moon on her own, so this was, for the moment, Celestia’s moon — it still calmed her.



Not that the masked mare could complain. It even had a nice feeling, as if Celestia was watching over her.








Celestia was in the middle of her morning paperwork when Shining Armor, with the dignity and decorum expected of the captain of the Royal Guard, entered the throne room. “How may I be of service, your highness?”



Princess Celestia glanced around, her expression the one her helpers secretly — or at least so they thought — named “a little privacy please;” In seconds all the guards and aides left the throne room, leaving the princess alone with Shining Armor.



“Feel free to speak freely; this meeting is off the record. I have called you here to tell you that the matter of the masked mare has ended.”



Shining Armor smiled jovially. “You mean Princess Luna decided to stop that costumed vigilante nonsense?”



“So, you knew it already?”



“Hard not to.” Shining Armor made a gesture encompassing the throne room, and Celestia. “My duty is to protect both princesses. When Princess Luna skipped dinner and vanished a few weeks ago I sent some of my guards after her; one of them saw a masked figure fighting a burglar, and soon after Princess Luna returns complaining that her body is all sore. The next day you ask me to keep my eyes open for a costumed mare, when nopony knew if it was a mare or a stallion.”



Shining Armor looked right at Celestia’s eyes, grinning. “And that is why I didn’t tell, if you are wondering. I knew you already knew, and you wanted to keep it a secret.”



Celestia nodded. “You are right, of course.”



“If you don’t mind me asking, why did Princess Luna do that? And why stop now?”



“As you well know, my sister was returned to us, after her… absence, only recently.” Celestia averted her eyes, but not fast enough to hide how moist they already were. “She was left weak, unable to resume her duties. She felt worthless. I believe this fancy of her was an attempt to prove to me, and to herself, that she could still be useful, still make a difference.”



“So you set the guard against her in a way that would test her, but at the same time keep her safe,” said Shining Armor.



“It was the best way to allow my sister to indulge in her fancy while keeping her safe.”



Shining Armor nodded. After a few moments he spoke, “If she wanted to help the guard she only had to ask. We are her sworn servants and protectors.”



Celestia shook her head. “Tell me, Shining Armor. If you had been offered the captain post you now hold only because your sister is my personal student, would you have accepted?”



“Of course not! But what does —” He cut his outburst short, eyes opening wide. “Oh!”



“Indeed. She wanted to prove beyond a doubt that she was capable, without the benefit of her title. And, while I’m sure she will keep helping our city and kingdom, she will do so without the mask because of this.” Celestia floated an early edition of the Equestria Daily.



The first page had a drawing of the costumed mare. The article itself went on about how the unknown mare had proved to be a hero to Canterlot, after a rocky start, ending with risking her life to rescue hostages at a robbery.



“I see. Tell Princess Luna that I will gladly accept her help whenever she wants to offer it. Now, unless you still need my services, I ask—” Shining Armor started to bow.



“Before you go, there is one more thing. Something I want to ask of you not as your princess, but as your friend.”



“Anything, Princess.”



“No,” Celestia shook her head for emphasis, “no ‘princess’ this time. My sister wasn’t the only one wearing a mask. I have seen in your eyes, in your voice; you are concerned about Luna. But there is something holding you back.”



Shining Armor looked down. “It would not be proper for a guard to intrude on the princess like that. Not even the captain of the Royal Guard.”



“And still you now speak freely to me.”



Shining Armor shook his head. “It’s different, pr— I mean, Celestia. You asked me to, and I have known you for a long time. You are like a second mother to my sister, and the adoptive aunt of the mare I love.”



“And now I ask you, as a friend. Extend that same friendship to my sister. She is too proud to ask, too set on her old ways, and she needs friends now more than ever; everypony she knew, except for me, is long gone.”



Shining Armor nodded. “I will try.” He lifted his head, a smile growing. “As long as she doesn’t scream at me for breaking protocol I guess we will get along just fine.”



“Neither me nor my sister are fans of protocol, believe me. I think she will be thrilled,” said Celestia with a chuckle.



“Now, if you excuse me, I really need to be going. I’m already late to supervise the cadet’s training session.” Shining Armor started to bow and stopped midway, turning instead and trotting to the door. Just before opening the door he looked back. “See ya, Tia!”



Celestia laughed and lowered one eyebrow. “Don’t abuse it, Shiny.”



The door closed, leaving the throne room in silence. After a few seconds Celestia turned and, circling around the throne, came to a stop in front of the tapestries. “Now you believe me, sister?”



A small alicorn, blue with a lighter mane, stepped from behind the tapestry and embraced Celestia, tears streaking her face.








At Ponyville’s spa, five friends were discussing an absent common friend.



“Ugh! Rainbow Dash is becoming more insufferable each day!”



“Ya think? I reckon her ego is already bigger than her head.”



“Yeah, soon her ego will be bigger than Ponyville! Wait, does this mean her ego will be visible from Canterlot? That would be fun!”



“But, uh, what should we do? We can’t just accuse her of being a braggart, it would hurt her feelings.”



“Idea!”



The current edition of Equestria Daily was floated between the friends, open on an article about a vanished hero; the accompanying image showed a masked mare with a wide brimmed hat and a cape.
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         "It's not like I like seeing you sad, Pinkie."



The explosion. The heat coursing through her body. That cupcake, wasted.



"Nopony wants to see you sad!"



The hospital. The Get Well Soon party. The hospital in ruins.



"It's just... There isn't a good option here, okay?"



Her hooves covered in batter. The roads covered in confetti, pastern-deep. Giant pony-shaped holes in Sugarcube Corner, the Town Hall, Carousel Boutique.



"What I'm trying to say is, we don't want you to go..."



The faces of her friends, obscured by limp, pink mane.



"But... you have to. For the good of everypony."



Ponyville receding in the distance. A weight on her back. Tears.



"We'll keep in touch, I promise."



With a start and a sharp inhalation, she's staring at the flat basalt ceiling of her bedroom. The tears were the only thing real. She sits up, wraps her arms around the grey herringbone blanket, itchy wool, hugging her knees. A quick mane check reveals full limpness. Her shoulders rattle. She exhales.



"At least I've got a good head-start on my morning cry."



She would smile, if she weren't so against the notion.








Maud picks out her best black suit for her, the one with the pencil skirt. She likes that one; it's not as bland as the others, somehow. Have to make a good impression on the prospective clients, have to show them she's professional, knows what she's talking about. They don't wear suits, though the one who does all the talking has a vest, studded with gems. They sparkle in the cool light of the conference room, drawing attention away from the grey walls.



"With PRI's patented and proven extraction technology, your output will triple."



She keeps her expression neutral. Her pointer taps against the chart, punctuating words that she delivers evenly. Charts and graphs are artifices of her new life. She wouldn't have made them without copious amounts of felt and glitter, anyway. Maud prepared this one; she makes all of them.



"We estimate a continual linear increase in output and profits over the first five years, as our processes integrate with yours."



She adjusts her spectacles. The lenses catch the afternoon sun and throw a square patch onto the ceiling. One of the dogs follows with his eyes.



"After that, the sky is, as they say, the limit."



She's laid out the spread; it's time to invite them to dinner. She collapses her pointer, sets it on the easel tray, and takes two steps to come up against the boardroom table. She plants her forehooves on the tabletop, hefts herself up, leans forward. Diamond Dogs appreciate forwardness. The final step is a tiny smile, just a light upturning of the corners of the mouth, leaving one in her week's quota.



"The equipment will be yours to use, no leasing fee necessary. All we ask, gentledogs, is a thirty-five percent controlling stake in your company."



One breath, two: she hangs in wait. She doesn't sweat, she has more control than that, but they're taking too long. That should have been a done deal the moment she stopped speaking.



"I should add," she says, unblinking, "that this is quite a generous offer on our part."



"Generous." The lead Dog spits the word like a burning ember. "We are generous because we give you gems. We not take this deal, we still get gems. We keep more gems. I think you not understand Dogs, pony."



She retreats to the floor. The only outward sign of her disappointment is the tiny death of her smile. The Dog, one of the leaner, middle-sized breeds, taps his claws one by one against the tabletop.



"We not need pony company to get more gems. Dogs do that ourselves. You tell us you have good offer, but all we hear is 'pony way better, you give us more gems'. I think, no, not today."



He stands, as do his companions. Part of her wants to stop them, to plead, to make another offer, to explain herself just the tiniest bit more clearly, to offer them some cake, but their backs are already to her. The leader stops, turns his head. She can just see his eyes.



"You want control of Dog company? Must show flair. Ponies known for color, spirit. You got neither."



A click of his fingers, and he leads the other two out of the room. Maud hustles in behind them, a binder clutched in her teeth. Pinkie lets out the breath she's been holding, pulls out a chair to sit.



"I thought we had this tied down like..." She exhales. Closes her eyes, removes her glasses, rubs the spot between her eyes. "What did I do wrong?"



Maud is silent a moment.



"You performed admirably, I believe."



"Was it a culture issue?" She looks up at her sister, assistant — assister — with pleading eyes. "I've never been very good with non-ponies. Well, except Spike." She heaves a ponderous sigh, lays her head on the table, stares at nothing.



"If that was the fault, Pinkie, then it's as much mine as yours." She too stares blankly ahead before adding, "Shall I cancel your appointments for the rest of the day?"



Pinkie turns away. "Who's next?"



"Mister Lantern from Fillydelphia Oil and Lube, at three."



With a groan, she turns back, closes her eyes, pushes herself upright.



"No, no." She licks her lips and sighs. "I know why he's here. It'll be short, and easy. He's always fun to talk to, at least."



Maud inclines her head and moves out of the room. "All right, then. I'll show him in once he gets here." The doors close behind her.



Pinkie spins in her chair, three quarters of a revolution and then back a quarter so she faces the windows. It's a spin carefully crafted from indecision, not enjoyment.



Outside, downtown Big Rock bustles. The traffic of ponies and carriages is clumsy, jigging in and out of patterns dictated by lights installed only last year. It is the rhythm of a town in its teenage years, not yet a full city. The headquarters of Pie Rocks, Incorporated looms up out of its center like a drab prom-night pimple, ready to pop.



She swallows. To the west and south are more high-rise construction projects, skeletons looming out of the pavement shadows, waiting for their skins to grow. The low-rise buildings are already more concrete and steel than brick and thatch. In a few years, Big Rock will look like a smaller version of Manehattan. In a few decades, who knows? And it will all be thanks to her vision, her influence that started everything.



All it took was trading my friends for the rock farm.



She stands there, stroking the window frame, a small pout on her lips, until well after four o'clock.



"Did he send any word?" She didn't see Maud enter but knows she's there.



"No, he didn't." Maud joins her, gazes out at the slowly setting sun. "Will you be baking tonight?"

 

"Yes." Pinkie reaches up and pulls the window shade closed. "Yes, I think I will."








The joys of baking are necessarily few these days, but it's an indulgence she does not let herself go without for long. Sometimes a cake, sometimes two dozen cupcakes, sometimes as many muffins, sometimes something odd like strudel or something plain like simple bread, it doesn't matter. What matters is the doing.



While she measures and mixes, she lets her old life play behind her eyes like a movie. She hears the old songs and does not sing them. She feels the rhythm of pour, stir, pour again but does not swish her tail. She makes sure her movements are even, the ingredients measured properly instead of dumped, the batter spooned out evenly. It's a very different ritual than it used to be, but she comes back to it time and again because three balloons still grace her flank.



Her purpose isn't running a business, even if Maud deferred her inheritance in favor of Pinkie's real-life experience. "I just care about the rocks," she'd said. Typical Maud. Anyway, she'd been invaluable in helping Pinkie deal with her... personal problems. Limestone and Marble had been all too happy to continue their roles as foremare and chemist, respectively, as they had when Mother was alive.



The letters still come, from her father and from her friends, but she finds less and less to put in her responses. Three balloons taunt her, tell her to spice up the plain stationery with glitter, or crayons, or to stuff a few cookies in the envelope, but she can't. After a few days of denying her cutie mark the little things, she has to bake. It's all she can do to keep herself together sometimes. It's all she can do to give herself purpose.



Besides, the orphans always like her baking.



She deposits the basket on the back step of Our Princess of the Moon Home for Forlorn Foals and knocks. It's late, and she fears the doorbell will wake the children. She studies the same crack in the wall she always does. It's not a bad place, really, but repairs to the outside are low on the priority list. She likes to think her little contributions help.



The door opens on a peal of squeaks and a wizened midnight head emerges.



"Sister Henroost."



"Miss Pinkamina." She smiles, near toothless, and lifts the basket. "Won't you come in?"



"You know what I always say, Sister." I don't need to see them smile to know they're happy.



The old pony shakes her head, her wings and habit rustling. "I know something is truly bothering you tonight. You usually save some of your quota for me." She speaks with an aura of acceptance, not understanding.



Pinkie averts her eyes. "I've got one left, and it's only Wednesday. I thought I'd save it for the weekend." She sighs. "Plus, I don't have much to be smiling about today."



The door squeaks a bit more. Inside, the wallpaper is muted but cheerful in the dim light.



"I can feel the heat off these buns from here. I'm sure they wouldn't mind being woken a little early for breakfast, not when it's coming from you."



Pinkie hesitates. She's lower than a hoof in a rut, and she knows it. A day where nothing could go right merits a little splurging, no?



The old mare's hoof reaches out to hers. "Pinkie. You're so good to us, let us be good to you for once."



"Just for a bit."



Sister Henroost smiles. "Come on in, then."



Pinkie removes the hood of her cloak. She steps up over the threshold and fills her quota.








"It's called a magiwave oven. By focusing magical radiation, it can prepare food in just a few—"



"Enough with the bookin', it's time to get bakin'!"



The recipe, reduced to fit in the small oven. Pop it in, twist the dial. Easy, in Twilight's words.



"I just turn it like this, right?"



"Uh-huh."



"I love turning dials! Five, seven, four... Two should be enough!"



The shine, holding her uncomprehending attention.



"Now what?"



"Now..."



The room, dark. An oppressive force, all her attention focused on the back of Twilight's head. Her mane, purple and pink, and black and oily.



"Now it destroys your life."



Gleaming, Twilight's perfectly white skull grinning in the dim light.








Pinkie awakes with a body-shaking tremor. A wail on her lips merges with distant sirens. She hugs herself, shivers in the cool morning air. Her suit is gone, her cloak a tatters around her neck. She hoofs it absently, stroking it as she stares straight ahead, her face falling.



"Oh no..."



Her mane is limp, but the dirty water in it prevents a proper assessment. She's spent the night in an alley, sleeping in the gutter. Her back and legs ache.



"No, not again, not now..."



She moves down the alley to the source of the sirens. The air is thick and heavy, warm despite the chilly breeze. With each step closer, she tries to hold off the encroaching memory of just what she was doing last night.



"No, please..."



The street teems with police carriages. Officers hold back a throng of curious onlookers. She blinks, turns to look down the street, and looks away when she spots smoke and firefighters. Maybe she can pretend it's just a bonfire. In the middle of the street. Squeezing her eyes shut, she staggers across the sidewalk.



"Miss, I'm going to have to ask you to move behind the cordon."



The sharp voice cuts the air. This officer — his badge reads Green Jeans — has taken her for a salt-addled hobo. She can hardly blame him. As she regards him with numb apathy, his eyes travel to her flank.



"M-Miss Pie!" He stands straighter. "I'm sorry, I didn't recognize you! Are you alright, ma'am?"



His priorities deaden her desire to smile. Her aches come to the forefront of her thoughts.



"I'm fine. Thank you. What... happened here?"



"I... probably shouldn't say." He's still leading her behind the yellow rope. "Press releases, you understand. If you don't mind my saying, ma'am, you don't look fine. Is there anything I can do to help?"



The ponies of this city owe so her much. Taking advantage of that sentiment makes her feel undeservingly privileged. But after what's happened, given the hole she can see in the side of the orphanage, she is feeling weak and needy, if still not deserving.



"I just need to get home."



"I could arrange a carriage for you."



He doesn't hesitate to offer. Imagining him as a white unicorn with purple mane helps dull the sting as she takes advantage of his generosity.



"I'd appreciate that. Thank you."








On the whole bumpy ride back to PRI, all she can think of is how much of a setback this incident signifies. Years of effort have gone into crafting a life of minutiae, of diligent moods, of organized movements. Perhaps she's become too complacent; perhaps she can take this as a reason to double down on her efforts, to never give in to impulse for all that it can lead to. That she's only thinking of herself and not the orphans adds salt to the wound.



Maud greets her at the door.



"I was worried, until I saw the news."



Pinkie shakes her head. "How much did they see?"



"Not much. A large shape in a cloud of smoke. They focused on the fires."



"Did I..." Her heart sinks. Her throat becomes sandpaper. "How many were hurt?"



Maud leads her through the lobby, to the elevator, up to her penthouse suite. "None badly."



The tightness in her chest ebbs out.



"I heard there were a few ponies taken to the hospital. Smoke inhalation." Maud doesn't hesitate to add, "None of the orphans."



The tightness breaks.



"That... That's good. It could have been worse, right?"



Maud draws her a bath and the conversation stretches through the intervening time like a rubber band.



"What do I do, Maud?"



"The same thing you always do." She shakes her head. "I'm not sure there's anything else to do."



The water sloshes around her, the warmth seeps in. Somehow, that warmth feels separate from her, a notion more than a physical phenomenon. The water makes her think of tea with Rarity.



"That hasn't been enough." She sinks into the water. "If it was, last night wouldn't have happened."



The only noise is the light whooshing against the porcelain. Maud clears her throat as Pinkie steps out, and offers her a towel.



"You got a letter today."



Pinkie blinks. "Why didn't you say so?"



"It wasn't the right time. Plus, I think it might help you feel better now. And I didn't want it getting wet."



She withdraws a scroll, with wax over a ribbon. Pinkie's heart thumps. She takes a deep breath.



"From Twilight?"



"Yes."



Her hoof trembles as she takes it. She wills it to be still before letting herself break the seal.



Dear Pinkie,



I'm sorry for how long it's been since I last wrote. I wish this letter could come under more pleasant circumstances, but I had to tell you about this.



A strange affliction is moving down the eastern seaboard. It started in Manehattan and moved to Fillydelphia. Baltimare and Big Rock may be next. We don't know a whole lot about it. Reports from the affected areas are scarce, and none have been confirmed. All we know is that ponies are left listless and miserable, like all the happiness was drained out of them. I did some research, but I can't find anything outside pre-Equestrian texts that mentions such a thing, and those aren't exactly authoritative, more like ancient songs and legends.



The Princesses are looking into it. They instructed me to keep out for now, so all I can do is send letters out to you and the other girls and say...



Be careful. Be alert. If this were five years ago, we'd all suit up and throw some rainbows at it, but I know... Well, things aren't the way they used to be.



With love and friendship,



Twilight Sparkle



Pinkie frowns, rereads the longest paragraph, then crumples the parchment and gives it back to Maud.



"Well, at least I can't screw that up, too." She sighs. "Do I have any appointments today?"



"I can cancel them."



She nods. "Thanks."



"And Pinkie?"



She stops drying herself, looks up at her older sister. Maud's face is inscrutable, even to her.



"You're beating yourself up because you can't do anything about this."



Pinkie casts her gaze to the cold tile floor.



"So why don't you go find something you can do? It might help."



Pinkie lets the world whirl around in her mind for a bit. She raises her head.



"Thank you, Maud."








The reports are in the next day's newspaper. Fillydelphia is a grey wasteland of malaise. Ponies drag themselves through facsimiles of their daily lives if they're able to. More fill the air with mournful cries or lay in the street, unwilling to move. Commerce has ground to a halt, and business in other parts of Equestria start feeling the pinch.



They call it The Sadness.



The hubbub of talking heads zeroes in on those who could be doing something about it. The Princesses make official statements saying that they're looking into things. The other former Elements deny any ability to affect outcomes. Maud shoos away a reporter from PRI and makes no uncertain terms about how welcome they are right now. Boulder Jr. helps.



The thought that Pinkie wouldn't be able to do anything about the problem helps her deal with it. Somewhat. Her days of being the embodiment of Laughter are long gone, never mind that the Elements returned to the Tree of Harmony. The power of her friendships has waned, and as for herself... Well, her self-control has never been more in question than at this juncture. If she tried, she'd just mess it up.



That afternoon, Maud's advice comes back to her. She returns to the scene of the crime. Sister Henroost meets her at the back door as usual; the front door is nothing more than a plus-sized pony-shaped hole covered in plywood.



"I wanted to apologize for what happened."



The Sister's eyes are sad and yellow. That doesn't stop her smile, however.



"You can hardly be blamed."



"What did you see the night before?"



The Sister licks her lips. "Enough to know that you weren't in control of yourself."



Pinkie stills. Then she pulls a slip of paper from beneath her cloak. "This should cover the damages."



The Sister's eyes widen. "Miss Pinkie! Are you sure?"



"Sure I'm sure. I can afford it, trust me."



The slip passes between them. Sister Henroost smiles a little more.



"You know I've already forgiven you, of course."



"I'm glad. It'll take me a little more time to forgive myself." Pinkie takes a deep breath. "How are the foals?"



Sister Henroost flinches. She can't meet Pinkie's gaze. "They... They'll need some time. They're still very afraid... I'm sorry, Miss Pinkie."



Pinkie's head hangs. "No, I understand." Her mouth works silently for a few moments. "I'll come back someday, I promise. I know it's important to them."



"I sincerely hope you will."



With molasses hooves, Pinkie moves into the alley. She stops, but doesn't turn. "What do ponies do when they've hit the rockiest of rock bottoms?"



A pause.



"Well, were I in your place, I would seek solace through prayer. Though I am hardly normal in that regard, compared to the population at large." She adds, "And I imagine it hasn't got the same effect when you know the Princess personally."



Pinkie nods. "What do normal ponies do, then?"



The Sister answers unhesitatingly. "They go to the Block and Tackle."



Pinkie nods and plods off.



"Thanks."








Dark. Loud. Filled with mares and stallions of dubious reputations and worse intentions. After her first block of salt, Pinkie finds herself caring less about these things. This place, this scene is like a nonstop party. The second block comes with hot peppers. Soon after, she's not caring about much save how tingly she feels.



In seconds, she burnt through both her week's quotas and more. She smiles, she laughs, she dances. This really is a nonstop party, and it's full of new friends. It's like her old life never had an expiration date. Other ponies touch her, and she touches them and feels them and doesn't connect with them. They are together, but they aren't friends, but she can't tell the difference and it's all just pretend. She smiles, she laughs, she dances, but her mane is straight.



Her legs vibrate as she takes a barstool and waves off the next mare wanting to dance. She needs a break, a breather, a glass of water. There's a stallion in the seat next to her, his colors washed out in the dim neon lights.



"This is great, isn't it? It's a real party!"



He looks up at her with red-rimmed eyes and a smile so thin it could blow away in a breeze.



"You don't look like you're having fun."



It takes her a moment to realize he, not she, is the one who spoke.



"What? Of course I'm having fun! I haven't had this much fun in years! I didn't even think I could!"



He ruminates on something, stares at the mirror behind the bar. "Why are you crying then? Not that it's any of my business."



Her hoof flies to her face and touches wetness. She looks into the mirror and shock dawns on her face. Twin tracks, black with mascara, fall from her eyes.



"Those aren't tears of happiness, Miss Pie," he says, downing the last of whatever he's been drinking. "Been seeing a lot of that lately. That's why I said something."



She starts at her name, and looks at him again for the first time. His red coat has greyed to drab rust. The yellow streaks in his mane are nearly white. There, a cutie mark of a hurricane lamp.



"Mister Lantern?"



He gives her that same lifeless smile. "Thanks for noticing me."



The last three days come rushing back. The salt in her system sinks to her stomach.



"W-what happened to you? Why didn't you show up for our meeting?"



"Didn't have it in me." His muzzle drops to the bartop and he sighs.



Pinkie frowns. "You could have at least let me know! I would have understood if you couldn't make it, I promise." She licks her lips. "Wait, except that I don't understand. You're here, in Big Rock, and you didn't show up! What happened?"



His shoulders roll. "I ran into something on the road, and it just... Took everything out of me. Kept on going to Big Rock 'cause I didn't have anything better to do, y'know?" The absence of the expected lilt to that last word hangs in the air between them.



"Maybe I do know." She closes her eyes. "Have you ever felt like your life was a cake, dissolving into crumbs?"



"Feelin' that right now, Miss Pie."



Her eyes snap open. She scans the room, sees the fake smiles everywhere, plastered on the faces of strangers with a mixture of salt and capsaicin. The dancing is robotic. The laughter is empty. Moments before, she had been among them.



For a second, it feels like enough. Even a shadow of her former life is preferable to her self-imposed Tartarus, right? She could come here every night, and lose herself in the crowd, and pretend that she's okay.



Except that pretending is never good enough, never has been good enough. The silver lining on the clouds turns to lead, the drop cloth tears, and the dream ends with a sharp inhalation and a kick of the legs. Coming here, night after night, she would be just another hollow pony trying to fill herself up with things that eat her. She's only got one life; she has to live it, for better or for worse.



"Do you... Do you ever feel like you don't deserve happiness?" The tears begin anew. "Like bad things, really bad things, will happen if you're the least bit happy?"



He turns his head, lays in the condensation on the bar top, tries to smile and fails. "Everypony deserves a little happiness in their life, Miss Pie." He sighs, his lips ruffle. "I just wish I had some in me."



This conversation is getting her nowhere. Mister Lantern is trying so hard to cheer her up, not that that's what she actually wants. Usually, their chats are so much more pleasant than this. What's happened to him?



She gasps.



He came from Fillydelphia and arrived in Big Rock in time for their meeting, but never showed.



He "ran into something on the road".



His washed-out coat and mane, like those of a certain lying earth pony, a mean pegasus, a greedy unicorn, from another lifetime ago.



"No!"



He groans. "What's that, Miss Pie?"



She stands, knocks the barstool over. "Everypony does deserve happiness, Mister Lantern." She's already moving for the door.



The bottles and cups rattle as something large and low booms through the city. The sky outside goes dark, like something is covering the sun. Ponies scream, surge past the door. Others crane their heads up, stare slack-jawed. Another thunderous boom and they too take off running. Black mist courses down upon them and they stop, their colors fading, fear on their faces melting into wretched melancholy. They plod forward or lay down where they stand, heaving great sighs and just... stopping.



Pinkie's throat goes dryer than any salt could make it. "But it might already be too late for that!"








She gets the ponies in the Block and Tackle out through the back door. She tries to tell herself that she's gotten them to safety, but it's hard to imagine anywhere in the city being safe against the thing that has invaded it.



It stands as tall as the skyscraper she calls her home. Its form is obscured by black mist that, little by little, detaches to swoop down and drain ponies of their vibrancy. It's not in a hurry to go anywhere. Its step shake the windows.



The streets crawl with police ponies, every single one in the division and possibly a few pulled out of retirement. As she chews her hooves from inside an empty café, she watches them succumb one by one to the black mist. Their eyes fall, their expressions droop, and they simply give up in the face of imminent danger.



A fire stirs within her, but the cold burn of fear is a sturdy wall. "Be careful," Twilight had told her, but here she is, watching the chaos from within its heart. Watching, and not doing.



An officer runs by the café, stops and ducks inside. She recognizes him as the one she saw the morning she woke up in the gutter.



"Miss Pie? What are you doing here? We need to evacuate the city! The Royal Guard have been called and—"



Black mist swarms in through the open door and engulfs him. She leaps back as though he's caught on fire, watches in horror as he gags and chokes. The mist swirls and fills the café, and it's looking at her, sizing her up for its next meal. But the tendril that snakes out toward her pauses, recoils, and then the whole thing flies back the way it came.



The officer sits down heavily in a chair. His white coat has dulled to grey. His uniform hangs limply around him. He puffs out a breath and stares at the table in front of him.



She licks her lips, tiptoes over to him, shakes him gently.



"Officer Green Jeans? C'mon now, we have to evacuate the city like you said!"



He turns blank eyes toward her. "What's the use? There's not anything we can do about it. Please leave me alone, Miss Pie, I'm not in the mood right now."



She withdraws her hoof, frowns. Part of her wants to be angry. For a moment, he's a mute-colored pegasus grabbing a cloud and taking off at high speed.



She grits her teeth. From the anger, she forges determination.



"You just wait right here," she commands, and stalks out the door. Officer Green Jeans doesn't move or acknowledge her.



She gallops to the nearest animated-looking police pony and barks instructions at her. Above, the mass of black mist moves deeper into downtown. The back roads will be safest for evacuating citizens, and everypony who can should carry at least one afflicted with them. Don't argue, officer, just see that it gets done. Right, Miss Pie, thank you.



She finds a fire pony, tells him the same, asks that they use ladders to get those trapped in higher buildings. No, don't look at the big black thing, just focus on saving ponies. We can at least do that much. Right, Miss Pie, thank you.



Down an alley to the Home for Forlorn Foals, but she's too late. Sister Henroost's eyes are glassy. She's breathing, but she's limp.



"The Princess can't help us now, Miss Pinkie," she wheezes. Another nun takes her up, listens to Pinkie's instructions on how to steer clear of the monster, and goes.



And then she realizes that the black mist is heading right for her home. Royal Guard sky chariots follow in its wake, but one by one, they fall, black mist removing their desire to keep flying. Ponies are getting hurt, Maud is in danger, and right now, she's the only one who can do something about it.



She grabs a chariot without even thinking, tells the driver to get her as close to PRI as he safely can. They careen through the streets, dodging the comatose, and she tells him to make sure he grabs as many as he can on the trip out of town. Don't go back to your post, no, just get as many ponies as you can out of harm's way. A sky chariot crashes to the ground beside them, scattering gilded ornamentation across the road. The ponies inside groan in a mixture of pain and misery. Right, Miss Pie, right.



Her chariot stops and she keeps up the momentum, running for where the black mist creature has stopped, on the same block as the PRI building. Outside, in the street, she can see a grey form in a grey dress. Tears cloud her vision. Another whistling sky chariot falls and she has to roll to avoid it. At least the ponies inside are still groaning. At least it's not as bad as it could be, right?



But Maud is there, and she's not moving. Pinkie scoops her up, peels back the slack eyelids. Maud groans, squeezes her eyes shut; it's nearly impossible to tell whether she's been hit with the mist.



"Is anypony left inside?"



"No."



That one word contains more emotion than Pinkie has ever heard her older sister speak before. Maud is safe from the mist, but she's hurt. Pinkie drags her to the carriage, sends the driver on his way, turns and sizes up the black cloud swirling above her home.



Pinkie swallows. She knows it's dangerous. She's faced danger before, but back then she carried an armor made of silliness to bolster her courage. She could giggle at ghosties then. She hasn't in so long, she's not sure she can anymore. What does she have instead? Self-righteous fury?



"The mist didn't attack me. If that means I'm safe, then I have to help everypony else."



She hopes that will be enough.








The streets have grown eerily silent. Nopony is screaming; they've either left or fallen into despair. The mist monster isn't moving, either. This close, she can see legs, below the knee, thick as tree trunks, mottled black and midnight blue, swirling and vaguely opaque. There's definitely something under all that mist. It's time to find out what.



"Hey!" she shouts, not knowing if something that tall can hear a voice at ground level. "Hey, you big meanie! What do you think you're doing, attacking my home and making everypony all sad?"



The mist, which has so far appeared like swams of tiny black insects, stops. It reverses, flows back into itself, merges into the titanic form. Those black and blue swirls continue up a featureless torso with long arms, ending in a hunched head and myriad antlers spreading out against the afternoon sky like dark fingers clawing up from Tartarus.



"Who speaks?"



The voice is cold, and the force of it makes her stumble. She could really use a laugh right now.



"M-my name is Pinkie Pie. And I-I'm giving you one chance, mister, to turn everypony back the way they were and get the hay outta Dodge, or..." She grasps at straws, her hooves sweaty. "Or you'll regret it!"



The thing turns toward her.



"We know of the Pinkie Pie. The Element of Laughter. We are The Sadness, we do not fear this one. We shall consume it."



Its head dissolves into mist. It surges toward her. She tries to run, but it's everywhere all at once. It swarms her, choking her, cloying, digging into her pores and ears, her mouth and nose. And then, like a sneeze, it retreats.



"This one speaks falsehoods. Never have we found a pony so devoid of joy as this one."



She shivers, pants, gathers herself up from the ground, and turns toward it once again.



"I t-told you, you have one ch-chance." No longer is she shouting. "T-take it or leave it."



"This one can assist us."



She snorts. "That's a laugh. And so's this: hah!"



"If this one defies us, we shall extinguish it."



The mist reforms, but instead of insects, it is obsidian, smooth and hard. A bolt of it blasts against her, knocks the wind from her and sends her hurtling into the air. The landing forces the air back into her lungs and she coughs.



"This one cannot stop us."



Another blast sends her skidding across the pavement. It digs into the skin on her back and she cries out. Tears fill her eyes. She doesn't have a plan. Twilight would have had a plan. She gasps soundlessly.



"This one should not struggle. The end will be swift."



The voice booms in her ears as she pushes herself, leg by leg, to her hooves, only to be knocked off them again and again. She collides with buildings, with food carts, those black bolts like teeth nipping at her coat. She wheezes, blood warming her outsides even as it cools her insides.



She turns over and can see eyes watching her from the high windows. The ponies of Big Rock, fearful, counting on her to save them. Nopony else can. This...



This is her purpose.



The effort of standing again is enough to make her collapse. She rises once more, blows the mane out of her face, and glares up at The Sadness. Her voice is like the buzzing of insect wings.



"Was that supposed to tickle?"



"This one yet persists? Foolish."



She takes a step forward. "Because if you tickle me, I might laugh."



Another step. One of the black bolts slams into the ground in front of her, kicks up a plume of concrete dust.



"And if I laugh, I might get happy."



More bolts swarm toward her. She grits her teeth, closes her eyes, and lets them wash over her. She pictures Officer Green Jeans, sitting alone in the café; Maud, lying unconscious as the carriage speeds away; Sister Henroost, her faith dried up, receding into the darkness of the orphanage. When the assault ends, she opens her eyes.



"You wouldn't like me when I'm happy."



This is a prayer to the thing inside of me: do good, for once in your life.



"Ha."



Her coat regains its original bright pink.



"What?"



"Ha!"



Her mane puffs into a tangle of pink curls.



"What is this one doing?"



"HA!"



She looses a roar that shatters windows at street level. Obsidian shards hail around her, but from the smoke springs a new form.



Hooves like granite blocks. A ball of muscle and sinew. It crashes through The Sadness, leaving a hole three times the size of a normal pony. Teeth the size of books leer out of an elongated muzzle. The Sadness roars in pain.



The thing that was Pinkie Pie rushes forward and wraps her hooves around the massive ankle. The muscles tighten and lift The Sadness into the air.



"DANCE!"



Pinkie pulls, hard. The Sadness slams into the street. The foot dissolves into mist-shards that rocket against her, but she does not notice them.



"This one tastes of happiness. How has so much happiness come from nothing?"



She runs up its length, hooves leaving dents in the translucent flesh. Her forelegs wrap around a massive antler and she plants her rear hooves in the back of its head, pulling.



"PARTY HAT!"



The Sadness shakes its head, but cannot dislodge her. It keens in impotent rage and strikes her with more black energy, but this only strengthens her. With a crack, one of the antlers comes loose, and she tosses it away. A fist reaches up and knocks her free at last.



She catches herself and watches The Sadness stand.



"Cease this at once. We cannot be stopped!"



Pinkie grins that destructive grin once again.



"PINKIE... PARTY!"



She surges between the legs, taking swipes at either one. The Sadness stumbles, but does not fall. When she stops, it is in front of a cannon the size of a tree that had not been there before.



She fires it. Confetti, streamers, party favors and confections rain into the pliant skin of The Sadness, only to be absorbed. The hole in its side closes; its antler regrows.



"This one cannot defeat us with joy!"



The cannon fires again and again, creating more and more material, flouting all laws of reality. Each time, the matter is absorbed into The Sadness. With each barrage, it grows larger. The larger it grows, the more translucent grows its skin. Purple swirls behind the black and blue.



"No! No, this is too much happiness! Stop, stop!"



Pinkie lifts the entire cannon, whips it into the monster. It bursts into multicolored shards. She hurls herself at it, produces a mammoth pie from nowhere and slams it into the head where a face might have been. The Sadness recoils, claws at its skin, its cries filling the air over Big Rock.



"We cannot... Bow... This one... B-bow, bow..."



She wraps her hooves around its neck, squeezes it like a jelly donut.



"Bow, bow... Nothing can s—"



The skin splits, bursts like a water balloon. An ocean of purple muck spills out over a city block, chanting "bow, bow, bow" in an oily voice. Eyes and mouths open and shut without purpose, without understanding.



The pink lips split, the wild blue eyes fill with manic hunger.



"DESSERT!"








Pinkie awakens from the most epic sugar coma ever experienced in the history of Equestria to a chorus of flashbulbs and questions. Maud is standing over her, and she smiles.



"Did... Did I do good?"



Maud embraces her before she's loaded into an ambulance.



"You did great, Pinkie."



There are questions to be answered. That's nothing she hasn't handled before, but somehow they're easier to deal with now. She smiles at the inquiries, laughs through the press conferences, and tells them all she's just a real party animal. Yes, the damages to the orphanage were paid for. No, they don't have to worry about it happening again, not when she's got a tummy full of Smooze.



Like all whirlwinds, the media circus eventually dies down. Her friends break from their busy lives to visit, and she remembers what tears of happiness taste like. But duties call; the reunion is painfully brief. It lives in her memory as a wash of colors surging out of her life just as quickly as they surged into it.



She stares at the flat basalt ceiling of her bedroom and chews her lip. The grey herringbone coverlet has been replaced with a quilt one of her younger sisters sent. It's comfortable, but she can't sleep.



She can smile again, and she doesn't want to stop.



But the renewed purpose in her life brings with it a feeling that makes her tummy extra Smoozey. The accident that unleashed her inner party animal — party monster, more like — had been just that, an accident. It wasn't Twilight's fault, and it wasn't hers. Given different circumstances, it might not have happened at all.



And if it hadn't happened, and if The Sadness had come to Big Rock, or Fillydelphia, or even Ponyville, what would she have done? Could they have stopped it with rainbows and friendship? Or was it a certain collusion of elements, of characteristics quintessential to her being and hers alone, amplified by the magical radiation, that had allowed her to save everypony? Could it be called luck? Fate? Was the Sister on to something?



Or was it merely the aimless machinations of coincidence and happenstance?



It's both frightening and exciting, and she doesn't know which is worse. She rubs her forehead through thick magenta curls.



"Those were some big words I just thought." She giggles. "Time to stop thinking, now!"



She reaches over to her night stand, puts her hoof on the pull chain to her lamp. Her eyes trace across the Get Well Soon cards, the Thank You flowers and balloons left for her by her friends, her family, and the citizens of Big Rock. Past them, the walls of the room are flat and grey.



"I think I'll have Maud schedule some decorating time this week. And invite those Diamond Dogs back."



She turns out the light.








(Author's note: Capsaicin makes horses' skin extra sensitive, and dulls their pain receptors.)
      

      
   
      Never Stop Fighting


      

      
      
         There was one rule to survival, she knew, and that was to never stop fighting.



It was a simple rule, as rules go, but she’d never really known any other rules to compare it to. She didn’t really know much of anything. But that was okay. She knew the important things.



She knew how to cook. She knew how to skin. She knew how to sharpen her tools, and – above all – she knew how to fight. And very dirtily, at that.



She also knew how to prepare a trap – a simple trap, for simple prey. Rabbits, specifically, or maybe a bird. Anything would do. It wouldn’t be as nice as the apples she’d found in the autumn, but it was the middle of the winter, and nothing grew in winter. She just hoped it wouldn’t struggle, whatever it was.



The wind picked up, and the pony snuggled down under her collection of hides. She hated the colour of her coat. It stuck out like a sore thumb, especially in winter, when stealth became essential. At least she had her furs. They were warm and she had earned them, and now they were her camouflage. 



The pony’s ear flicked – something moved. She held the string tight to her chest, tensing her muscles, unmoving and unblinking.



There was a flicker of brown, and the string snapped taut. The trap was sprung.



There was the snap and squeal as the rabbit fell into the trap. She relaxed, only slightly, before she leapt to her hooves and she ran. 



The blizzard hit her like a wall as she leapt from the bushes, but the pony was a strong little thing, grown on the teat of Mother Earth herself, tempered until her hooves beat the ground like a war drum and her eyes were as hard and cold as the ice clinging to her coat. She bolted across the clearing, snatched up the rabbit, kicked off the nearest tree and left a cracked trunk behind as she galloped back through the forest to her cave. 



Her ears flicked again at the sound of snarls. Wolves. They wanted her prize, she knew, the rabbit still dripping with fresh blood between her jaws. 



She wouldn’t let them have it. 



The first wolf appeared in the corner of her eye. The pony just kept running, waited for it to draw nearer, before spinning and lashing out with a kick that sent her rival careening off into a nearby tree, hitting its head with a sharp crack. The pony didn’t stop running – she kicked off with her hooves and slipped under the paws of another pouncing wolf. The wolf landed and leapt after her, but the pony simply flapped her wing and took to the air for a brief moment – a long enough moment for her to fall back down to the earth and crash land on top of a startled wolf.



A hoof smashed against its head, and it didn’t get back up.



The little pony sat on top of the wolf and fought to regain her breath. The blizzard continued to batter at her from all sides, and her stuffy furs, while keeping her warm and alive, were weighing her down. 



She needed to get back to the cave. She needed to get back to the cave and eat.



It was just as she was climbing back to her hooves that the wolf leapt upon her from behind. The pony screamed, something she hadn’t done in years, and then growled just as fiercely as the wolf atop her as they rolled in the snow, scrambling desperately to gain the upper hand.



It took less than a minute for the wolf to clamp its jaws around her neck, and only a few seconds after for the pony to pull a makeshift knife from the depths of her furs with her wing and slip it between the wolf’s ribs.



The pony was breathing hard, panting and whimpering as she pushed the wolf off of her and fought to her hooves. She looked down at the wolf and realised she’d lost the rabbit in the fight. 



She was alone in the forest, wounded in a blizzard, and with no food or shelter to boot.



The little pony remembered the one rule, her rule, and she breathed it to herself – over and over and over – as she crawled through the snow toward her cave.



It was a long, gruelling journey. The pony felt her vision begin to drift and darken as the pain in her neck continued to build and build. The furs had been pulled off of her at some point – she didn’t remember when – and, above all, her belly ached and ached and ached as the gnawing hunger descended like a murder of crows.



For the first time in years, she felt like crying.



The pony felt something grab her, and she whimpered and kicked out feebly. She whispered to herself again and again, never stop fighting, but it was too late.



The pony was, therefore, surprised when the things grabbing her felt like… hooves. And they weren’t grabbing her – they were carrying her, in a warm and strong embrace. She looked upwards and saw the silhouette of a mare against the shining whiteness of the snow-filled skies above her. The mare looked down at her with muted surprise, wrapped in thick woolen clothing as she was, and then she smiled soothingly as she cradled the lost little pink pony in her hooves.



Never stop fighting, the pony thought, listening to the sweet sounds of the mare’s song as she was hugged tightly to her warm coat.








Shining Armour really, really wished he’d just kept his head down, sometimes.



It wasn’t really his fault this time, to be fair – it was never really his fault. He was a big stallion, bigger than he felt, and people stayed away from him just as he did other people. Many ponies would look at him and see a big, dumb jock.



Shining Armour just wanted to skive off and play Ogres & Oubliettes with his friends. But sometimes – most of the time – life just wasn’t that simple.



And so it was that Shining Armour found himself staring down one of the most powerful princes in the kingdom, armed only with a brittle smile and a cardboard sword. His eyes searched the street, but it was in the evening, and it was a quiet part of Canterlot. There was nopony else around.



And even if there was somepony there witnessing this, well…



Shining’s eyes rested on Blueblood – Prince Blueblood – looming over him with his chiseled chin and smarmy smirk. He was quite handsome, really, Shining had to admit, but then and there, he was the last pony he wanted to see.



“What,” Blueblood spat, “did you just do to me, wretch?”



“Uh,” Shining began. Sweat dripped from his forehead. “Well, I kinda–”



“You… You touched me! You bumped into me and covered me with your filth!” Blueblood looked about ready to faint, if he wasn’t also utterly furious.



“Aheh, well, when you put it like that…” Shining rubbed the back of his head and tried not to grimace. “How about we just let bygones-be-bygones, yeah? I’m really sorry I–”



“Oh, you’re sorry?” Shining Armour swore that he felt spittle splash across his face from the force of the sheer scorn dripping from Blueblood’s words. “Oh, well, I suppose that makes it all fine, then, doesn’t it?!”



“Uh, well–”



Blueblood slapped him, hard. “Listen here, whelp, and closely, at that.”



Shining Armour rubbed his swollen cheek and gasped at the pain. “Ow, hey, what the–”



“Silence!” Blueblood shrieked. “Do you and your pitiful brain even realise who I am?” He gripped Shining’s collar with his magic and yanked him into his contorted, seething face. “I can make your life a living hell, and there’s nothing you could do about it.”



There was a soft and polite ahem, followed by a pink hoof tapping Blueblood on the shoulder, and all at once Blueblood’s rage shifted direction entirely. He pushed Shining Armour back against the wall and rounded on the petite, pink mare standing directly behind him. “And what in the world do–” Blueblood stopped. “Oh, it’s you.”



Shining Armour leaned against the wall, cradling his swollen cheek and fighting off tears, before looking up to see Blueblood facing off against the prettiest filly that he’d ever seen in his entire life.



The first thing he noticed was the crown and horn atop her head and the wings at her sides, as everypony did. But there was an elegance to her features, a grace to her movements, that made her seem less of a pony and more like a proud and fierce lioness. 



Blueblood, upon realising just exactly who he was talking to, deflated slightly. “What are you doing here, then? Oh, and greetings, cousin.”



The pink alicorn just frowned up at him. “I was about to ask you the same question, Bluey.”



Blueblood’s nostrils flared. “Do not call me Bluey, savage. And what I’m doing here is none of your business.”



Shining felt the temperature drop several degrees, as if a cold wind had blown in from nowhere in particular. The pink alicorn’s eyes narrowed fractionally, her head lowering and her wings raised and opened just so.



“Oh, really?” She smirked. “Oh, you’re so silly, Bluey. You wouldn’t be bullying the ‘commoners’ again, would you? Not after how Auntie sent you straight to your room like she did last time, surely not?” The pink alicorn pursed her lips in mock sympathy.



Blueblood stomped his hoof and leaned forward so that he towered over the filly. “How dare you,” he seethed. “How dare you mock me like this, peasant. You defile our aunt’s very presence just by existing within it. Go back to your mudpony progenitors and languish in filth for the rest of your meaningless life, barbarian.”



Blueblood was practically on top of her at this point, breathing hot breath directly into her face, teeth clenched in anger and disgust. Shining Armour winced in anticipation of the inevitable.



The pretty pink pony rolled her eyes, flicked her mane, and headbutted Blueblood right on the muzzle.



There was a wet crack followed by a shrill scream as Blueblood fell to the floor, writhing in pain. The pink pony spat on him, then gracefully stepped over his sobbing mass and walked over to a catatonic Shining Armour.



“Are you alright?” She frowned down at him in concern.



Shining watched the pony approach with a slack jaw and wide eyes. Her demeanour, all at once, had gone from menacing and calculating to relaxed and graceful, so fast that Shining nearly had whiplash as a result. He gulped softly. 



“Are you a goddess?” Shining Armour breathed. He was somewhat aware that he was drooling, but he didn’t even care.



“Uh, well.” The mare blinked and shuffled from hoof-to-hoof in distinct discomfort. “Kind of, I guess? I’m not really sure on how it works yet.” 



“Oh,” said Shining. “That’s pretty cool, I guess.” The two looked at each other, and then glanced away as Shining got back to his hooves and picked up his cardboard sword, which had been tossed aside in the melee. He held a hoof to his cheek and whined.



“Are you hurt?” The pink pony was at his side, prodding at his bruise gently. She could feel her warm skin against his coat. “Do you want me to cast a spell or something?”



“No!” Shining yelped. “No no no, I’ll be fine, you just, uh, do whatever it is you do. I’m fine. Really.” Shining swore he was sweating even more now than he had been when confronted by Blueblood. Perfect. Not embarrassing at all, he thought.



“Okay, well, I’m sorry you had to see all that. Specifically, him.” Cadance turned and glared at the crying Blueblood. “But he shouldn’t bother you anymore. I’ll make sure of it.” 



Shining felt like pinching himself. This was a dream, right? Totally a dream.



She perked up for a moment, as if she’d just forgotten and then remembered something important. “Oh! And my name is, uh, ‘Princess Mi Amore Cadenza,’” she said, followed by a quick assurance of, “B-But my friends just call me Cadance.” 



“M-My name’s Shining Armour. Pleased to m-m-meet you.” Shining said, glancing at everywhere except at the weird and wonderful pony that he should have been looking at.



“You too!” Cadance grinned brightly, then glanced side-to-side and leaned in close to Shining’s ear.



“And you know,” she whispered. “You’re pretty cute.”



Shining Armour collapsed. Cadance’s giggles broke out into full-on laughter. Shining just wanted his cheeks to stop burning. 



“I like you, Shining Armour. We should talk more often.” Shining watched Cadance turn to leave, then look back over her shoulder at him. “And remember: never stop fighting. Ever.”



And with that, she was gone.



Shining Armour listened to Blueblood’s snivelling and wailing as he looked down at the cardboard sword in his hooves. What had his friends called it? Larping? Shining thought it all seemed so childish, now, like foals play-fighting. He would bet good money that Princess Cadance never larped or played Ogres & Oubliettes or, god forbid, let the jocks steal her lunch money.



Shining Armour looked up at Canterlot Castle, and thought of princesses, royal guards, and the little sister that was waiting for him at home.








Princess Celestia was not happy.



Cadance could see it quite clearly, really – her back was arrow-straight, not at all like her usual lounging, relaxed posture, and her mane didn’t flow as smoothly and gracefully as it should. But it was her face that sold it. The usual smile – the Celestia smile – was entirely absent, replaced by a stern grimace and furrowed brow. 



Princess Cadance watched her pour two steaming cups of tea, then roll her shoulders and take a single, long sip. Cadance didn’t touch hers. 



“I’m disappointed in you,” Celestia said, after a long and stony silence.



Cadance rolled her eyes upwards to look at her directly. “Really.”



Celestia’s frown deepened. “I know that you must be sick and tired of hearing this by now, but I want to understand you, and for you to understand me.” The teacup settled on the tray with a sharp clink.



Cadance didn’t want any of this. She didn’t want to be here, in this room with a millennia-old alicorn, or there, in Canterlot, the city of decadence, false nobility, and broken dreams. 



She flicked her mane. “And what would that be, Auntie?” She smiled sweetly.



“I know that you don’t like it here,” said Celestia. “Oh, Heavens above, I realise that. And I can’t quite say I blame you. But why? Why do you keep doing this?”



Celestia’s horn flickered, and a towering pile of papers materialised on the creaky old coffee table standing between them. It teetered where it stood, obscuring Celestia’s glare. 



Cadance rolled her eyes and picked up one of the forms, realising quite quickly that they were letters of complaint. 



Letters of complaint about her.



There was a gold flash, and the pile reappeared by Celestia’s side. Without looking away, Celestia plucked a letter from the top and perched a pair of small round spectacles on the end of her nose.



“‘Princess Cadance is an affront to the nobility,’” Celestia read. “‘Five times she has directly insulted I and my associates, and five times she has stubbornly refused to apologise. I refrained from taking further action, but I do hope you consider teaching her some discipline in future, your Highness.’” 



Celestia lowered the letter and looked pointedly at Cadance. “Care to explain?”



Cadance just smirked. “If I recall correctly, he and his associates were making snide comments about a ‘mudpony’ serving drinks at a ball.”



“Alright, I suppose that one speaks for itself.” Celestia sighed, rubbed her tired eyes, and allowed herself a smile. “I suppose I should be pleased that you didn’t do worse than just insult him and his mother’s fidelity.”



Celestia picked up another form. “‘Princess Cadance broke my nose! For the second time, Auntie!’”



“Urgh,” Cadance groaned. “Blueblood. He called me a savage and a degenerate, then insulted my adoptive parents. For the hundredth time.” Cadance waved it off and took a sip of her now-cold chamomile. “Besides, if I wanted to hurt him, I’d have done much more than just break his nose. The coward.” She shook her head. 



Celestia sighed. “I know that my nephew isn’t the brightest nor the nicest of ponies, but you can surely just ignore him. That’s what I do, at any rate.”



“What, and just let him walk around and continue to make other ponies’ lives miserable?” Cadance looked on in disgust. “No, I won’t.”



Celestia arched a brow. “I see. At any rate, these aren’t what I’ve called you here for today.” Her horn glowed once more, and another letter appeared in her magical grasp. “This is what I wanted you to speak to you about.”



“Auntie, do we have to do this?” Cadance pleaded. “I get it, I really do.”



“No, you don’t.” Celestia looked at her. “How many times have we had this conversation in the past, Cadance?”



Cadance tapped her hooves together. “Well…”



“That’s what I thought. Now, please, just listen.” Celestia cleared her throat. “A-hem. ‘Dear Princess Celestia’,” she read, “‘It has come to my attention that her Highness Princess Cadance has attacked – for want of a better word – and injured a number of our students over the past few weeks. While I realise that her Highness is above my station, I humbly request for an apology to each of the ponies and their parents, as well as the school. I’m afraid I cannot sanction such behaviour on the grounds of Canterlot Academy. Sincerely, Mrs. Stern.’” 



Celestia’s chambers were silent for a long, long moment after she finished reading. 



“Cadance,” Celestia said sternly, “Speak to me.”



Cadance didn’t say anything, at first – she just looked up at her aunt, her adoptive aunt, the pony who had brought her from a tiny village on the fringes of civilisation and brought her here, to Canterlot, as an alicorn and princess.



“They were bullying Twilight,” she said softly.



Celestia closed her eyes and breathed deeply through her nose. “Cadance.”



A pink hoof slammed down on the table, tipping over the tiny teacup and splashing cold tea across the carpet. “And you know what? I don’t care. Twilight didn’t deserve any of it. Twilight just wanted to study and learn and read her books and be the brightest filly in all of Equestria.” Cadance took a shuddering breath, then sat back and folded her arms. “So go on. Tell me how I messed up. Tell me that I need to go and apologise to those awful ponies and say that I was wrong.”



“Cadance,” Celestia repeated, after a soft pause. “What if I told you that I completely and utterly agree with you?”



Cadance blinked. “What?”



“I agree.” Celestia took off her glasses and looked at her niece, really looked at her, and said, “I know exactly how it feels to see ponies you care about being disrespected, abused, and ignored. More than any other pony in Equestria, I know.” Celestia picked up the teapot and poured two more cups. “Do you know why I refer to all my subjects as ‘my little ponies’?”



Cadance tilted her head. “There’s a reason for that?”



Celestia nodded. “Indeed. Should you ask any other pony, they would tell you that it is because I love each and every one of my ponies as if they were my own flesh and blood. And it’s true to an extent, as I’m sure you’ve noticed with your own ability.”



Cadance frowned and nodded hesitantly. 



“Well.” Celestia drained her cup and held it in her grasp, watching it rotate gently as she spoke. “Like all parents, there is a limit to my patience. It can be small things at first – little remarks, rumours; irritating, yet harmless all the same. But little things add up, Cadance, and that’s only the tip of the iceberg. I’ve existed for a long, long time, and seen many, many things, but the worst – always the worst – is just the incessant bickering.” The teacup froze in place, the magic aura around it building in intensity. 



“Do you know how many pointless, trivial arguments I’ve had to resolve?” Celestia continued. “How many wounds I’ve had to heal? How many disputes I’ve had to disarm? How many wars I’ve had to wage? How many treaties I’ve had to sign?” Celestia looked up at a stunned Cadance, and smiled bitterly. “Do you know how many bodies I’ve had to bury?”



“But…” Cadance swallowed, and spoke again, louder this time. “But why? Why don’t you just… make them stop?”



“It took me a long time to realise that I can’t, Princess Cadance.” Celestia got to her hooves and walked around the table to Cadance’s side. “In my younger years, I fought and I fought and I punished those who dared to stand in my way. I had gained the throne via force, and it was with force that I wielded it. All I ever knew was that, whatever the cost, I was to never stop fighting.”



Cadance closed her eyes.



Celestia looked up out the nearby window at the night sky. “The day I learned that conflict wasn’t always the answer was the day I lost someone very, very dear to me.”



The chamber was silent once again. Cadance felt something very large and very warm settled across her withers, and she opened her eyes to see Celestia looking down at her with her usual motherly smile, her great white wing curled over her protectively. “So, tell me: what makes you fight?”



Cadance picked up her cup of tea and took a dainty sip, then stared into the warm brown liquid as she spoke. “I think I realised pretty early on that I don’t quite fit in around here. I mean, I grew up lost and alone. I didn’t even have a name. I had to fight, if I ever wanted anything, even just to survive. And if it wasn’t for my parents, I would be dead, and for that alone I love them more than anything else in the world.”



Cadance sighed, and glanced around at the opulent chambers that she and Celestia were sat in. “And then… this. Did you know that I didn’t even have a bed of my own until I came here? My parents and I curled up in one big pile of furs to keep warm, when I was growing up. I was so happy – I finally had a purpose of my own, for once! But… I can’t feel any love here, Auntie. It’s all so very cold.” Cadance shuddered. “And so I fight, because I don’t want to roll over and let this city beat me. I can’t.”



“Hmm. So, do you want change, Cadance? One wonders why you’d choose to fight, when…” Celestia paused and pointed at Cadance’s horn. “You have the power to bring ponies together like no other.”



“I do use my love magic on occasion. For Twilight’s sake, if anything.” Cadance tapped her hooves together and smiled. “She’s a good filly. I don’t want her to be like me when she grows up. She deserves a happier Equestria.”



“But that’s just it!” Celestia leapt to her hooves and paced back and forth excitedly. “Don’t you see? You say you don’t want her to be like you – then why not become the pony you want her to be? Why don’t you use your abilities to make a happier Equestria?” Celestia looked at her with awe. “Don’t you see just how special you are, my little pony?”



Cadance’s eyes widened. She looked down at her hooves and trembled. “B-but…” She gulped. “I… I can do all that?” 



Celestia stepped closer to her and rubbed her back tenderly. “Yes. You, Cadance, are a very important pony indeed.”



“You mean… Is this why you brought me here? Is this my destiny?”



“Your destiny is something I can’t tell you. Not because I don’t want to, of course  – your destiny is not set in stone, not a tapestry to be read and understood and interpreted. No, your destiny is something nebulous and ever-changing. You decide your destiny, Cadance. I brought you here simply because I know that you have the potential to be a catalyst for great change, and the potential to be one of the greatest leaders this world has ever known.” Celestia looked at her with proud eyes, eyes filled with pure and unconditional love that in turn filled Cadance’s heart with a deep joy. “Do you understand me now?”



A tiny, choked sob escaped Cadance’s lips. “Auntie. I-I’m scared.”



Celestia held her tight. “I understand. I felt the same way, a long time ago now. Still do, really. You have great responsibility, Cadance, but by no means is it yours by force. Should you wish to return home to your parents, I will arrange it without question nor begrudging.”



Cadance thought deeply, for a time. She recalled the old village where she grew up, the forest where she fought for her life every day. But most of all, she pondered two very special ponies indeed. 



“No.” Cadance sat up straighter in her seat. “No. I owe Equestria better than that. I owe Shining Armour and Twilight Sparkle better than that.” She turned to look up at the beaming alicorn. “And… I owe you, too. I’ll stay.”



“Thank you,” Celestia whispered, and the two held each other tight. “Oh, and one last word of advice: learn how to bend when you need to. Conflict only ever leads to more conflict, but it is necessary all the same, at times. Just know that a smile and the right words can be far more effective than a sword to the gut or a punch in the nose.” Celestia unfurled her wing and tapped the side of her nose. “And a little tip, for when life is getting you down.” She held a hoof to her chest and breathed in deeply, held it for a few seconds, then released it, pushing her hoof out at the same time. “Remember to breathe, once in a while.”



Cadance smiled. “Thank you.”



Celestia winked. “My pleasure. Now, tell me about this coltfriend of yours. Shining Armour, correct?”








That coward.



That pathetic, usurping, lying maggot of a parasite. 



Magic thrummed in the air and clashed and sparked against the crystalline walls as Princess Cadance laid siege to the walls of her prison. Her mane hung ragged and soiled. Her hooves were chipped and cracked from where she had smashed the walls over and over whenever her magic ran dry. Her horn was singed black from the sheer exertion of constant and unceasing spellcasting. Her ribs poked through her skin from malnourishment.



And despite it all, rage continued to boil and seethe in her cold pink eyes. Magic continued to blast from her horn and strike and crack against the endlessly reflecting walls of the caverns.



She didn’t know how long she’d been trapped down there. Time no longer seemed to flow as it should when one couldn’t see the sun or the moon or the passing of days. Cadance didn’t think much of it though – she didn’t think much of anything anymore.



All that ran through her head was her mantra: Never stop fighting.



But, for the final time, Cadance’s horn sparked and sputtered, and her pool of alicorn magic petered out with one final burst of light and heat. She collapsed to the rocky floor, looked at the completely unmarked crystal around her, and took a single deep breath.



Stop, she told herself. Stop fighting, before you can’t fight anymore.



She remembered who had put her here – Queen Chrysalis, she had called herself. She’d come to her in the night with her soldiers, attempted to kidnap her, not realising exactly who she’d been dealing with until it was too late. Cadance hadn’t gone down without a fight, oh no. She’d fought tooth and nail, kicked and scrapped until she’d fallen to a lucky blow to the back of the head, and she’d left them a whole regiment of changelings fewer by the time she was out.



Chrysalis still popped up now and again, mocking her and cackling at her misery, but Cadance just stood and smirked, for she could see the fear in her own stolen eyes. 



Now, she was alone. Completely and utterly. The darkness pressed in on her, the silence dug at her, and so she fought and she fought until she could do nothing but lie on the floor and weep. 



Cadance let out her breath, pushing away with a hoof. Remember to breathe, once in a while.



But it wasn’t long until panic set in again. Where was she? Where was Canterlot? What was happening to Equestria? Was her aunt okay? Shining Armour?



She shuddered and laid still. Would she ever get out of there?



Distantly, she could hear noises, muffled, as if they were speaking through a wall. Her walls, maybe? No, don’t fool yourself filly. Don’t lose yourself now, after all you’ve been through.



An enormous explosion rocked the cavern. Cadance’s eyes snapped open and she turned around, hooves scrabbling against the rock.



There, standing with her horn burning brightly, her head lowered and rage contorting her features, was Twilight Sparkle.



Cadance was too shocked to even speak, at first, but as her favourite filly in the world approached her with murder in her eyes, she was jolted into action. “No! Wait! Ugh!” Cadance stepped away. “Please! Don't hurt me!”



Twilight stopped, and glared at her.



“Twilight, it's me!” Cadance hated herself, hated Chrysalis, for making her beg and plead with Twilight like this, but she couldn’t find it within herself to care. “Please, you have to believe me. I've been imprisoned like you. The Cadance who brought you down here was an imposter!”



Twilight snorted, her horn flashing. “Likely story!”



Cadance climbed to her hooves and began to hop and sing.



“Sunshine, sunshine,

Ladybugs awake!

Clap your hooves…”



“And do a little shake…” Twilight and Cadance finished together. They looked at one other, then hugged one other tightly, laughing and crying in joint relief. 



“You remember me!” Twilight cried. Love poured out of her like a wellspring, and Cadance felt new life breathe into her bones. 



She smiled. “Of course I do. How could I forget the filly I love the most?”



And beating alongside their own hearts was the chant:



Never stop fighting.
      

      
   